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Among many student populations smartphone ownership is ubiquitous, and many educators 
have been quick to incorporate smartphones into their classes and learning programs.  There is 
a wealth of research documenting formal, institution-led programs in both general mobile 
assisted Learning and Mobile Assisted Language Learning (MALL). However, research trends 
in MALL are largely confined to formal MALL, and there has been limited investigation of 
language learners’ self-regulated smartphone use outside of formal programmes. 
This study aims to identify how learners use their smartphones as part of their language studies, 
and to determine what perceptions language learners have of their smartphones as language 
learning tools. By shedding light on the learners’ existing behaviours and perceptions, the study 
seeks to identify ways in which smartphone-based language-learning can become more 
systematic and effective. The study investigates how learners use their smartphones for 
informal and self-regulated language study, what materials are used, and what impact informal 
resources such as social media sites like Facebook have on learners’ exposure to and use of 
their target language. The research employs surveys, case studies and a group interview to 
understand how learners interact with their smartphones on a daily basis.    
The findings offer insight into language learners’ attitudes towards their devices as study aids, 
their regular use of their smartphone with both formal and informal learning materials and 
resources, and their perception of how these behaviours impact on both their active and passive 
language learning.  
The data will make educators more familiar with learners’ current smartphone use and 
preferences with regard to both their learning and use of the target language.  By better 
understanding the extent to which language learners value and avail of the affordances of 
smartphones, educators will be more informed in their efforts to effectively incorporate 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCING THE RESEARCH PROJECT 
 
“Perhaps no other device in history has embedded itself in the lives of everyday consumers 
more than the smartphone. Ask almost anyone to forego their smartphone for a week and 
chances are that they’ll think you are insane.” (Pothitos 2016) 
 
In 2012, while working at Meisei University in Tokyo, Japan, this researcher implemented a 
smartphone-based learning project with the students in his English language classes. His 
students were already using their smartphones all the time, even in class, so it seemed logical 
to try and harness the devices for language-learning purposes. Level-appropriate words were 
selected from the Longman 3000 word list and sent to the students by text message or email 
each day, to which they would respond by putting the words into English-language sentences, 
the best of which would be collated by the researcher and redistributed to the students as model 
sentences.  
Despite initial, and what the researcher now realises to be naïve, optimism, the project was an 
abject failure, with many students never responding at all, and post-study test scores indicating 
little to no improvement in comparison with a control group. Notwithstanding this, in a 
feedback questionnaire aiming to identify the many problems in the project, his students 
dutifully informed him how enjoyable and beneficial the study had been. 
It was only upon retrospective analysis of the project that the researcher concluded that he had 
very little understanding of just how his students used and perceived of their smartphones for 
learning purposes. Moreover, the researcher began to recognise just how flawed his approach 
had been, and as he delved into the relevant literature more deeply, he realised that the 
pedagogical framework of his study (such that it existed at all) had violated almost all of the 
emerging pedagogical principles in the field of Mobile-Assisted Language Learning (MALL), 
just as had other well-meaning but naïve teachers before him. 
Nevertheless, this researcher believed, and still believes, that there is a role for smartphones in 
language learning. What this researcher came to understand is that for educators to be able to 
effectively design and implement MALL projects and programmes, it is crucial that these 




for learning purposes, and how they perceive their smartphones as tools of language learning. 
Only by coming to this understanding of their behaviours and attitudes can a pathway for 
educators be identified. Arriving at this understanding, and identifying such a pathway, were 
the motivations for the current study. 
In any study, and in particular, a study which involves the rapidly evolving field of mobile 
technology, it is important to recognise that the findings represent a snapshot of the behaviours 
and attitudes of a particular group of learners at a particular time. As technology changes, and 
as language learning websites and apps emerge or disappear, behaviours and attitudes may 
change also. Existing behaviours and attitudes may also be a product of the educational 
background of the participants, as well as the technology itself, and the educational context 
(the Irish educational context is described later in this chapter). Thus, as will be recommended 
in the concluding chapter, ongoing research which continues to track the ways in which learners 
employ smartphones as language-learning tools is essential. This researcher believes that 
within the context of better understanding the ways in which learners engage with their 
smartphones for language learning purposes, there is considerable merit to this research project. 
This introductory chapter describes and situates the research project, and the structure of the 
chapter and key content of each section is shown in Figure 1.1 
 
Figure 1.1: Structure of Chapter 1 
 
This section introduces and describes the 
research project.
1.1 Background and 
description of the research
In this section, the historical and current 
educational policies and practices regarding 
ICT and smartphones in particular are 
described.
1.2 The Irish educational 
context
This section outlines what the study hopes to 
achieve, describes the rationale, and 
highlights the contribution this research can 
make to the field. 
1.3 Aims, rationale and 
significance of the study
This section of the chapter offers detail on the 
structure of the following chapters of the 
thesis.





1.1 Background and description of the research 
It is hard to believe now that in 2007, The Guardian newspaper published an article predicting 
that Apple’s new iPhone would struggle to break into the market because of a lack of demand 
for ‘a device with multiple capabilities’ (Kiss 2007, para.3). Although the term Smartphone 
was first coined in 1997 to describe Ericsson’s GS88 concept device (Kovac 2011), and devices 
with varying ‘smart’ functionality such as email and even internet browsing appeared on the 
market in the decade that followed, it was not until the launch of the iPhone in 2007 that the 
smartphone was propelled beyond business executives and into the mainstream (Jackson 2018). 
Since 2007, the impact of the smartphone on virtually all aspects of life and lifestyle has been 
phenomenal. There is likely no other device which is in such constant physical and 
psychological proximity to its owner. This section will first describe levels of smartphone 
ownership, and then introduce some of the ways in which smartphones have had an impact at 
individual, societal, and educational levels. 
Forbes estimated that approximately 5 billion people across the world own a mobile phone, 
about half of which are smartphones (McCarthy 2019, para.1) . The same article also identified 
a clear disconnect between advanced and emerging economies, noting that while 81% of 
American adults owned a smartphone, only 25% of Indian adults owned one. A 2019 Pew 
Research study reported that across advanced economies, 76% of the population owned a 
smartphone, peaking with South Korea, at 95% (Silver 2019, para.1). In Ireland, the figure is 
similarly high, with Deloitte’s Global Mobile Consumer Survey 2019 reporting that ‘19 out of 
every 20 adults in Ireland own one’ (Deloitte 2019, para.1). Smartphone users can carry out a 
vast array of activities on their devices, ranging from online banking to exercise tracking, 
controlling their home heating, online gambling, and virtually any other internet-connected 
activity imaginable. At the time of writing, there were more than 2,560,000 different apps 
available for download from the Google Play app store, and 1,870,000 from Apple’s iStore 
(Statista 2020).   
Smartphones have impacted almost all aspects of society in numerous ways. As mentioned 
above, the millions of apps available for download mean that a wide range of activities can be 
engaged in on mobile phones. While many of these activities, such as online banking, checking 
email, or simply using smartphones to listen to music are mundane and harmless, there are 
others, such as online gambling, or overuse of social media, which raise concerns. Social media 




that smartphones, and in particular social media, have had on wider society, are explored in 
detail in Section 2.3. 
The impact of the smartphone on the field of education is no exception, and the relevant 
literature reveals a myriad of research and activities related to mobile-assisted learning (M-
Learning). M-Learning occurs across all branches of education, both as formal approaches at 
either class or institutional level, or at a more informal level, whether that be class groups using 
social media such as Facebook to discuss lecture content and share resources, or an individual 
learner using their smartphone as part of informal or incidental learning. These various ways 
in which smartphones and social media are employed in M-Learning is described in Section 
2.2. 
Smartphones are also strongly linked specifically to language learning and there is a range of 
research on the use of smartphones for language learning, which will be discussed in Chapter 
2. Thanks to an array of free apps available for download, ‘Language learning has moved to the 
forefront of developments in mobile learning’ (Kukulska-Hulme 2012, p.2). Similar to M-Learning 
in general, Mobile-assisted language learning (MALL) comes in many different forms. These range 
from institutional approaches using dedicated software to individual learning efforts using 
language-learning apps (LLA) such as Duolingo. These efforts and their impacts will be 
documented in Section 2.2, which will also discuss the literature relevant to the use of social media 
for language-learning purposes. Existing use of smartphones and social media in the Irish 
educational context is described in Section 1.2. 
  
1.2 The Irish educational context 
This study involves students of modern languages at the University of Limerick in Ireland. 
These third-level participants are products of Ireland’s primary and secondary-level education 
systems. Thus, this section will first document the history of technology in Irish primary and 
secondary education. This is followed by a detailed examination of the current policies and 
practices on its use. This provides the background not only for this study, but also explains how 
the behaviours and attitudes of the participants of this study have been shaped by their 
educational experiences. The section will then document attitudes specifically towards 





1.2.1 History of ICT in Irish education 
In the 1990s, the Irish Department of Education and Science (founded as the Department of 
Education in 1924, renamed the Department of Education and Science in 1997, and renamed 
again as the Department of Education and Skills in 2010) reported that Ireland ‘lags 
significantly behind its European partners in the integration of information and communication 
technologies (ICTs) into first and second-level education’ (Ireland, Department of Education 
and Science 1997a, p.2).  Integration of technology and education began in earnest in 1997, 
with the launch of the ‘Schools IT 2000’ initiative, which promised investment of £40 million 
Irish Punts over 3 years in public funding, as well as extra from private investment (Department 
of Education and Science 1997). The first two years of this programme saw a number of 
developments. Firstly, quality of equipment and connectivity at schools was increased; 
secondly, there was a wide-scale teacher training programme, and thirdly, a number of pilot 
ICT projects called School Integration Projects (SIPs), were set up (Mulkeen 2003).  
All schools were given free dial-up installation costs along with one free hour per day of dial-
up internet access, and this was accompanied by the donation of one computer to each school 
in Ireland by Telecom Eireann (the state-owned internet and telephone provider), which 
resulted in the pupil to computer ratio falling from 37:1 to 18:1 in Irish primary schools, and 
from  16:1 to 13:1 in secondary schools (Mulkeen 2003).The National Centre for Technology 
in Education (NCTE) developed a series of 20-hour ICT courses for teachers, which focused 
on basic development and integration of ICT skills. These courses which were delivered 
throughout the country and reached at least 70% of the teaching staff in Ireland between 1998 
and 2000 (Mulkeen 2003). The pilot projects (SIPs) initially involved a small number of 
schools piloting ICT-related projects, but ‘schools clamoured for entry to the project. Inevitably 
perhaps, the initially mooted forty SIP schools became forty SIP projects and then seventy — 
involving eventually in excess of 300 schools’ (NCTE 2002, p. vii) To measure the impact of 
the Schools IT 2000 initiative, surveys were distributed first in 1998, again just before the 
initiative was launched, and again in 2000, as it reached its conclusion (Mulkeen 2003). These 
surveys revealed significant student enthusiasm for, and wide-ranging and innovative use of, 
computers in schools, although, as Mulkeen notes, this did not always correlate with higher 
test scores. 
Following the Schools IT 2000 programme, in 2001 a follow-up programme called  “Blueprint 




strategic action plan for ICT in schools, and which aimed to ‘augment the ICT capital provision 
to schools; expand access to, and use of Internet technologies; further integrating ICTs into 
school curricula and the enhancement of teacher professional development’ (Ireland, 
Department of Education and Science 2000, p. 4). 
In 2005, the Irish government launched the Broadband for Schools programme, which was 
administered by HEAnet, Ireland’s National Education and Research Network, whose role is 
providing Internet connectivity and associated ICT shared services across all levels of the Irish 
education system (HEAnet 2019a). Rollout of High-Speed internet began in 2010, and was 
completed in 2014, with HEAnet delivering a 100Mbps High Speed Schools Network for all 
of Ireland’s primary and post-primary schools, numbering approximately 4000 in total, and 
achieving an internet availability rate of 99.97% (HEAnet 2019b). 
The most recent ICT initiative, launched in October 2015, is Digital Strategy for Schools 2015-
2020 Enhancing Teaching Learning and Assessment, which provides a rationale and an action 
plan for integrating ICT into teaching, learning and assessment practices in schools over five 
years (Ireland, Department of Education and Skills 2015 , and which has so far been 
supplemented each year by a specific yearly document, such as Action Plan 2019 (Ireland, 
Department of Education and Skills 2019a), which provides updates on the progress made in 
the original 5-year action plan. 
 
1.2.2 Current approaches to online safety 
At both primary and secondary level, the Department of Education and Skills has produced a 
number of resources, such as websites and booklets, to support and guide teachers when they 
focus on the subject of online content and online safety (all booklets mentioned in the following 
paragraphs are available for viewing or download here: 
https://www.webwise.ie/teachers/resources/). At primary level, an interactive website called 
‘HTML Heroes: An Introduction to the Internet’ supports teachers who wish to introduce 
internet safety into Social, Personal and Health Education classes (SPHE) for 3rd and 4th 
classes. This is followed up in 5th and 6th classes with a booklet called ‘MySelfie and the Wider 
World’, which addresses the issue of cyberbullying. Although this booklet does mention the 




booklet and website focus almost exclusively on online safety rather than the benefits of online 
learning. 
At secondary level, various resources also exist. A Junior Cycle booklet titled ‘An introduction 
to digital literacy – Connected’ notes that ‘Digital media and technologies continue to provide 
a wealth of opportunities for young people and balancing empowerment and protection is 
crucial for parents and educators.’ (An introduction to digital media literacy n.d., p.5). Digital 
literacy is defined in the booklet as ‘a minimum level of knowledge or skills required for using 
technology or the internet’ (ibid, p.5) and includes modules on ‘My Online Wellbeing’ (ibid, 
p.18) and ‘News, Information and Problems of False Information’ (ibid, p.35). The theme of 
digital literacy is discussed in more detail in Section 2.2.6. 
Although the booklet mentions empowerment as well as protection, the modules themselves 
are all focused on the potential dangers lurking on the internet and social media, rather than on 
how the internet and social media can be used for learning purposes. This trend can further be 
seen in the other booklets offered as part of the Junior Cycle.  One is called ‘Lockers’, and deals 
with the sharing of non-consensual images online, another is titled ‘Be in Ctrl’, and addresses 
the issue of sexual coercion and extortion online, and a final booklet, ‘#Up2Us’, focuses on 
both on and offline bullying.  
As well as resources designed for use in the classroom, there is an accompanying booklet for 
parents, titled ‘Parents’ Guide to A Better Internet’, which broaches topics such as social media 
safety, cyberbullying, sexting, and online pornography. The focus in this booklet, similar to 
those mentioned earlier, is on online safety. Overall, clearly, there is much greater emphasis at 
both primary and secondary level on making sure students are informed as to safe smartphone 
use, rather than how they can harness their smartphones as a learning resource. 
The current Department of Education and Skills internet safety programme for students is 
called Action Plan for Online Safety 2018-2019 (available for download here: 
https://www.education.ie/en/The-Department/Announcements/be-safe-online.html). It 
commits to improving digital citizenship through schools, ensuring that individual schools are 
developing suitable policies to safeguard their students, supporting teachers as they learn the 
safe and ethical use of technologies for teaching, and involving parents in the development of 





1.2.3 Current approach to ICT in Irish education 
While Schools IT 2000 was in progress, there were no clear nationwide guidelines or 
regulations on how computers and the internet were to be used in schools, with practices 
varying widely between schools (Mulkeen 2003). By 2002, however, the NCTE had released 
Be wise on the Net: Information and Advice for Schools, a resource to support schools in being 
proactive in the area of Internet safety, which included an Acceptable Use Policy (AUP) as 
well as permission slips from guardians (NCTE 2002, cited in Ireland, Department of 
Education and Skills 2019c). 
In 2012, the NCTE was disbanded, and its functions integrated into the Irish government's 
Professional Development Service for Teachers (PDST) agency, as PDST Technology in 
Education. As PDST Technology in Education, the agency has continued to develop policy and 
resources for Irish primary and secondary education, and through its website, 
https://www.pdsttechnologyineducation.ie/en/, provides links to its other websites, which 
cover different aspects of ICT in Irish education. 
The Irish Department of Education and Skills has published its Statement of Strategy 2019-
2021, which included the following excerpt: 
We will support the development of a learning experience attuned to the current and 
future needs of learners so that they can better navigate a complex world by delivering a 
step change in the development of critical thinking skills, knowledge and competences 
and continuing with our programme of curricular reform and increasing subject choice.  
We will support education providers to help learners to develop social and emotional 
competence, in order to build resilience, self-efficacy and empathy, mindful of the 
challenges faced in the modern world, including those posed by the use of technology. 
     (Department of Education and Skills 2019b, p.12) 
 
In broad strokes, Department strategy is to develop the critical thinking skills among learners 
that will help them to navigate the challenges, including technology-based challenges, they will 
face in our complex modern world. However, while the word ‘technology’ appears 12 times 
throughout the statement, the terms ‘smartphone’, ‘social media’ or ‘social network’ do not 
appear at all. ‘Technology’ is used as an umbrella term to describe all these devices and 
platforms, although, as research has shown (Sung, Chang and Liu 2016) learners perceive 




current Primary School Curriculum (curriculumonline.ie 2020, p.i) ‘provides children with 
opportunities to use modern technology to enhance their learning in all subjects’, but this is 
simply a quote from the 1999 version of the same document. The curriculum also states that 
‘The potential of such technology in enriching the child’s learning experience is acknowledged 
in every area of the curriculum’ (p.74). Yet, the terms ‘smartphone’ and ‘social media’ do not 
appear even once in the 190-page document. 
Thus, while a commitment is made to embracing technology as part of the education system, 
this strategy document does not explicitly address the different devices such as laptops, tablets, 
and smartphones, and how teachers and students alike use and perceive them. As the next 
section will explain, research into ‘technology’ or ICT almost exclusively refers to laptops and 
tablet computers, with smartphones, the devices which learners will use for a number of hours 
each day, receiving little to no attention.  
 
1.2.4 Research into ICT teaching and outcomes 
There has been a range of research in both the Irish and non-Irish context examining the 
teaching of ICT, and the outcomes of that teaching, with very mixed results. Research into ICT 
teaching in Ireland has been generally positive. A 2012 study found that moderate use of 
computers by primary-aged children had a positive effect on performance in mathematics 
(Casey et al. 2012), while another study suggested that ICT leads to greater internet use which 
in turn resulted in higher levels of literacy (McCoy, Quail and Smith, 2012). A 2015 study 
reported that ‘Internet use is class is associated with significantly higher average mathematics 
and reading scores on standardised tests’ (Hyland, et al. 2015, p.400). 
Irish schools have also begun to incorporate mobile learning into their classrooms, with a focus 
on tablet computers such as the iPad, thanks to their virtually instant start-up time, wireless 
connection, touchscreens and long battery life (pdsttechnologyineducation.ie 2014). Mobile 
devices are also considered more modern and more in line with students’ current and future 
internet and computing preferences (accs.ie 2014). A study into student perceptions of tablet 
computers by Coyne and McCoy (2020, p.356) concluded that students are broadly receptive 
to ICT-related activities ‘provided teachers have the desire and resources to do so’ (their 
emphasis). However, as highlighted by Howlett (2020), Irish teachers are much less likely to 




countries, with 5% of Irish teachers having received such training, compared to an EU average 
of 27%. In contrast, a 2016 Northern Irish report titled Tablets in Schools: How Useful Are 
They? highlighted growing teacher concern over the distractive nature of tablets, as asking 
students to complete tasks on tablets was likely to result in them using the device for non-
educational purposes such as social media sites, a concern that was even more pronounced for 
homework activities (Fawcett 2016). 
Outside the Irish context, research into ICT and educational outcomes has been equivocal. 
Some research suggests that a focus on ICT in general, and smartphone use in particular, does 
not positively affect students’ academic development. A 2015 OECD report noted that there 
are ‘no appreciable improvements in student achievement in reading, mathematics, or science, 
in the countries that had invested heavily in ICT for education’ (OECD 2015, p.3). This echoed 
a 2013 Portuguese study which correlated internet access negatively with educational 
outcomes, in particular when classes had access to the YouTube website (Belo et al. 2013).  
Other studies have found more favourable results, such as Machin, McNally, and Silva (2007), 
who correlated ICT positively with English and science, and Sprietsma (2012), who found that 
access to a computer in class helped with maths scores, whereas visiting a dedicated computer 
lab did not. Overall, however, studies which positively link ICT investment to improved 
teaching outcomes are the exception, rather than the rule, based on this researcher’s extensive 
readings in this area. 
Other studies have linked ICT merits to socio-economic background, with Banerjee, Cole, 
Duflo and Linden’s report on the impact of ICT on Indian slum schools an early example 
(Banerjee et al. 2004). Likewise, a 2015 study noted that ICT seemed to have the most positive 
impact on lower-performing students (Checchi, Rettore, and Gerardi 2019), a finding which 
echoed 2018 study which showed that schools in poorer areas benefited from the provision of 
ICT, whereas schools in wealthier areas did not (Gui, Parma, and Comi 2018). 
Both in Ireland and internationally, most research into ICT in schools has examined the impact 
of computers, whether desktop or laptops, and tablet computers such as the iPad. Even as 
smartphone ownership has increased among young learners, far fewer studies have attempted 
to evaluate smartphones as learning resources. The following sections will document the 





1.2.5 Development of policy on smartphones and social media in Irish education 
Early ICT practice in Irish schools was limited to computers provided by the schools 
themselves, but with the advent of mobile phones, and later, smartphones, action was needed 
to ensure that access to inappropriate content was as limited as possible 
(pdsttechnologyineducation.ie 2019). One way this is achieved is through the Content Filtering 
element of the school broadband internet, and this filter has six levels, ranging from Level 1, 
which allows internet access to only a very specific list of websites, to Level 3, which allows 
access to millions of websites but not websites such as YouTube or social media sites, to Level 
6, which is the lowest level and does not filter any websites apart from those categorised as 
violent or pornographic websites (pdsttechnologyineducation.ie 2019). Individual schools can 
examine their curriculum, decide on the appropriate filter level, and communicate that to the 
Schools Broadband programme. However, this filtering of content relates only to broadband 
internet to which school computers are connected, and does not deal with the increasing issue 
of students bringing their own devices to school, and thus bypassing any filters or restrictions 
on online content they can access. A 2018 study showed that 39.8% of Irish students surveyed 
owned a mobile phone by the age of 9, and that figure rose to 98% by the age of 13 (Dempsey, 
Lyons and McCoy 2018). Schools and the Department of Education and Skills have reacted to 
the presence of smartphones in two different ways; either by trying to incorporate them into 
school activities, or by limiting or banning them on school grounds. 
 
1.2.6 Encouraging use of smartphones and social media 
A 2017 guidance document on the provision of school wifi, published by the Department of 
Education and Skills, highlights the potential merits of allowing wifi access to the internet, 
including ‘Pupils bringing their own devices (BYOD), which may include smart phones’ 
(Ireland, Department of Education and Skills 2017, p. 24). The merits listed include students 
being able to use their own smartphones to both watch and create video content, and making it 
easier for teachers to share online content with students. Similarly, a 2018 Department of 
Education circular notice highlighted that students’ devices might be more up-to-date than 
school devices, and better able to support a student-centred active learning approach (Ireland, 
Department of Education and Skills 2018b). 
At both primary and secondary level, a small number of smartphone-based projects have been 




their mobile phones to give effective peer assessment and feedback in their PE lessons, and a 
cluster of midlands secondary schools have worked on a project called Mojo (Mobile 
Journalism), which uses video content creation to enhance teaching, learning and digital 
literacy among educators and students (Ireland, Department of Education and Skills 2018c). 
Overall, however, formal attempts to incorporate smartphones into classroom practice have 
been limited, as, either at national or European level, ‘there is no unified approach as to how 
such technology should be embedded at secondary level’ (Marcus-Quinn, Hourigan, and 
McCoy 2019, p.774). Smartphone-based projects are more likely to be informal and limited to 
a single school, and often the results have not been published. 
In terms of social media, webswise.ie, the Department of Education and Skills’ online portal 
for safe internet use, suggests that as well as risks, ‘ICT and social media provides wonderful 
opportunities for schools’, while emphasising the importance of an Acceptable Usage Policy 
(AUP) in each school (webwise.ie 2019a). Webwise.ie also offers guidelines on how to 
appropriately introduce social media in the classroom (webwise.ie 2019b). However, this 
researcher was not able to discover any formal attempts to incorporate social media and social 
network sites into classroom activity. 
 
1.2.7 Limiting access to smartphones and social media 
While both Department of Education publications and the pilot projects mentioned in the 
previous section indicate a desire to incorporate mobile phones in the classroom, in general, 
schools, both at primary and secondary level, have been less than enthusiastic. A typical 
response to students bring their own devices to school has simply been to forbid students from 
using them during school hours, and a 2018 survey by the Irish Primary Principals’ Network 
(IPPN) determined that in 61% of schools, mobile phones are not allowed on school premises, 
and in another 38% of schools, pupils are allowed to bring their phones to school but they are 
not allowed to be used during school hours, leaving only 1% of primary schools in which the 
use of smartphones is permitted (IPPN.ie 2019).  
In 2018, after discussions with parents, and after a successful 11-week trial with sixth-class 
students, Blennerville National School in Tralee, County Kerry, with the cooperation of 
parents, became the first school in Ireland to ban student use of smartphones even outside 




such as Snapchat and Instagram groups between pupils aged 11 and 12 (rte.ie 2019). This was 
followed by Clarecastle National School in County Clare introducing a similar ban, also citing 
concerns over cyberbullying and inappropriate content on social media, with 80% of parents 
pledging not to give their child sole ownership of a smartphone while in school (Deegan 2018). 
This experience of social media as something engendering concern rather than enthusiasm and 
motivation, is a common theme in Irish schools. At primary school level, 68% of schools 
surveyed reported disruption caused by social media activity outside of school (ippn.ie 2019). 
At secondary school level, where student ownership rates of mobile phones reach 99% by the 
age of 13 (Dempsey, Lyons, and McCoy 2018), 60% of teachers surveyed by studyclix.ie felt 
that social media use in schools was disruptive and should be prohibited (studyclix.ie 2018a). 
The negative impact of social media in the classroom is not just a perception held by teachers 
and other adults. The students themselves are aware of how social media can affect them, both 
inside and out of class. A 2018 studyclix.ie of 5500 Irish second level students found that 65% 
worried that they spent too much time on the smartphone, 47% admitted to checking their 
phone in class, and 41% believe smartphones should be banned from schools (studyclix.ie 
2018b). Moreover, a Zeeko research report showed that Irish students are concerned about the 
potential for cyberbullying, with a majority of both primary and secondary school students 
selecting the ‘serious risk’ response option (Everri and Park 2018). 
Another factor which has caused smartphones to be viewed in a negative light is research 
conducted in the Irish context which has indicated that students who have their own mobile 
phone from an earlier age show poorer academic development compared with those who do 
not own a mobile phone. A 2014 study of 8000 second class students (average age of 8) 
reported that those who already owned a smartphone, estimated at 33%, showed significantly 
lower maths and reading scores compared with non-owners (Shiel, Kavanagh and Millar 2014).  
A longitudinal study which tracked the development of children from age 9 to 13, and which 
took into account the age at which they first owned a mobile phone, concluded that ‘there is a 
negative association between owning a mobile phone at the age of nine and academic outcomes 
at thirteen’, which was estimated as being 4 percentile lower level of exam performance 
(Dempsey, Lyons and McCoy 2018, p. 10). This theme was since revisited by the same authors, 
who noted that while establishing a relationship between early phone ownership and poorer 




of their behavioural adjustment and academic self-concept scores at 13 years of age, all else 
being equal’ (Dempsey et.al 2020, p.492) 
In 2019, the discussion on children’s ownership of smartphones moved beyond the concerns 
of educators and researchers and entered the Irish mainstream, in light of media reports 
emerging from the high-profile trial of two 13-year old boys for the sexual assault and murder 
of a teenage girl. Evidence showed that the girl had been subjected to a campaign of online 
bullying, and at least one of the boys subsequently convicted of her murder owned a mobile 
phone on which age-inappropriate content, including thousands of pornographic images, was 
discovered. (Gallagher 2019). Such revelations sparked a national conversation on ownership 
of mobile phones and monitoring of their use, with Damien Cullen, editor of the Health and 
Family section of The Irish Times newspaper, penning an article titled ‘I sleep easier since I 
learnt how to monitor my daughter's smartphone’ (Cullen 2019). Although this study explores 
the educational impact of smartphones, their wider societal impacts are discussed in Chapter 
2. 
  Growing negativity about the smartphone in Irish classrooms mirrors attitudes in other parts 
of the world. In 2018, France banned smartphones from all primary and middle schools, with 
French Education minister Jean-Michel Blanquer called it "a law for the 21st century, a law for 
addressing the digital revolution" (rte.ie 2018, para.5). The New York City public school 
system also had a ban on smartphones on school premises, and although that ended due to 
security reasons in 2015, the devices must remain in schoolbags at all times (Reuters 2015). In 
2018, after a review, Australia’s New South Wales government called for restrictions of 
smartphones in schools, to be turned off or kept in a schoolbag unless instructed by the teacher 
(Australia, New South Wales Government 2018). And in 2019, UK Minister for School 
Standards Nick Gibb called for a ban on smartphones in schools, citing student overuse and 
consequent tiredness and lack of focus for study (Mason 2019). 
In the Irish context, concern over the negative impact that smartphones are having in schools 
reached the point that laws have been proposed to remedy the situation. Irish Senator Gerard 
Craughwell tabled the Education (Digital Devices in School) Bill 2018, under which ‘student 
possession of digital devices will be prohibited during school hours for the purposes of 
reducing the harmful impact on academic performance and the social and emotional well-being 
of children’ (oireachtas.ie 2018, p. 3). The bill has been supported by numerous politicians, 




writing, is passing through the Seanad Éireann, the upper house of Irish legislature, after which 
it will be considered by Dáil Éireann, the lower house and principal chamber of Irish 
legislature.  
Overall, the use of technology, and in particular, mobile technology, varies dramatically across 
Irish schools, and the broad strategies laid out by the Department of Education and Skills are 
far from uniformly implemented at the level of individual schools. It is within this fragmented 
educational landscape that the Irish school student is developing, or not developing, a 
perception of a smartphone as a tool which can be used for education, and it is from this 
background that Irish students arrive at third-level education. An understanding of their 
attitudes towards smartphones, and their educational history with smartphones, is crucial for 
successful integration of smartphones into their learning environments, at both classroom and 
curricular level, which is the key aim of this study. 
 
1.2.8 Covid-19 and education 
The current study was begun in 2015, all data was collected by the end of December 2017.  
When embarking on his journey, this researcher envisioned that upon completion of his study, 
the Irish education system would be functioning as normal, albeit with some new websites, 
apps or other learning resources in existence. Since early 2020, however, not just Ireland but 
the entire world has been shaken, in a social, educational, business and every other sense, by 
the arrival of the Covid-19 virus and the ensuing global pandemic. 
The pandemic has brought about significant changes to the Irish education system. With all 
levels of education being delivered remotely from March 2020 until the end of the semester, 
there was a sudden reliance on technology such as Zoom, Microsoft Teams, and Google 
Classroom. At both secondary level and third level education in Ireland, a dramatic redesign 
of assessment tools was needed (Ireland, Department of Education and Skills 2020), as the 
traditional sitting of exams was not possible, and the hastily developed assessments were far 
from uniformly successful, with the Leaving Certificate examination proving particularly 
controversial (Ireland, Department of Education and Skills 2020).  
Even after the return to face-to-face classes at both primary and secondary level, the 
accompanying limitations on seating arrangements, sharing of materials, and interactions 




overwhelmed’ (O’Brien 2020, para.1). At third-level institutions, face-to-face classes were 
limited to just a few weeks per semester, with the rest of classes still being taught remotely, 
and even these face-to-face classes were halted when the Irish government declared a second 
lockdown in October 2020 (Devane 2020).  At the time of writing revisions to the first draft of 
the thesis, the Irish government has announced a third lockdown, and all education will be 
delivered online until at least January 31st, 2021 (Bray et al. 2021). The educational impact of 
Covid-19 is discussed in Section 2.3.2.3. 
1.3 Aims, rationale and significance of the study 
This section first outlines and justifies the aims of the study, describing the importance of better 
understanding how learners engage with smartphones for learning purposes. The section then 
describes the research questions and the manner in which they were identified. The section 
concludes by explaining the significance of the current study within the context of existing 
research and educational policy. 
 
1.3.1 The aims of the study 
As was discussed in Section 1.1, smartphones are part of the everyday lives of learners, and 
this will continue to be the case in the future. The ways in which the devices can be used, or 
misused, are almost limitless. As documented in Section 1.2.6, a common response by schools 
has simply been to prohibit smartphones in school. However, while such a policy may appear 
to be a short-term solution, this researcher is concerned about the long-term effects of such a 
policy and believes more research is needed to facilitate the development of an informed long-
term strategy.  This study aims to contribute to our understanding of how learners use and 
perceive of their smartphones as language-learning resources by providing insight into the 
ways in which a cohort of learners used and perceived their smartphones as language-learning 
resources at this moment in time.  In the future, new apps and websites may appear, and 
smartphones may be treated differently in the Irish education system. More research will be 
needed to provide similar insights into the behaviours and perceptions held by learners in such 
circumstances.  It is through such ongoing research that a more complete understanding of 
learner behaviours and attitudes can be reached, and a strategy for dealing with smartphones 





1.3.2 The research questions 
Based on the aims described in the previous section, and in conjunction with his review of the 
related literature, the researcher identified 5 questions which were central to establish the nature 
and extent of the participants’ existing use of smartphones and social media for language 
learning purposes, as well as their perceptions of their learning merits. The questions are as 
follows: 
Question 1: If and how do the learners currently use their mobile phones to aid their language 
learning? 
A wealth of literature has explored formal or teacher-led MALL projects, and these are 
documented in Section 2.2. However, the extent to which language learners engage in informal 
or self-directed MALL is comparatively less explored (Trinder 2017). Still, studies into this 
area do exist, such as Lin and Deifell (2013) who reported that online dictionaries were the 
most frequently used resource, Garcia (2013) who evaluated the use of and effectiveness of the 
Duolingo app and Mindog (2016), who noted a preference for social media as a language-
learning resource.  Other studies in this area are also discussed in Section 2.2. While much of 
the research into MALL speaks to the potential for learning, and how learners could be, or 
should be using their smartphones for language-learning purposes, this researcher feels it is 
essential to understand how learners actually are using their smartphones for this purpose. 
Thus, the first research question in this study aims to identify the participants’ current 
behaviours on their smartphones with respect to language learning, and explore the nature and 
extent of their use of LLA, second-language websites, online dictionaries, and any other 
language learning resources. These behaviours can then be compared to the relevant studies in 
the field, to gauge the extent to which learners embrace the affordances of MALL envisioned 
by academics and researchers. 
 
Question 2: For what reasons are the learners likely to view a mobile phone as a useful 
language learning tool? 
While Question 1 aimed to identify the participants’ existing language-learning activities on 
smartphones, Question 2 examines their attitudes towards smartphones as language-learning 
devices. As will be discussed in Chapter 2, previous research in this area includes Steele (2012) 




use of smartphones for learning. Grant (2019) reported that learners were motivated by the 
flexibility offered by mobile devices as any time or place could become a learning opportunity, 
supporting the findings of Ozdamli and Cavus (2011), who noted that the opportunity for 
spontaneous learning was a valued aspect of mobile devices.  
Smartphones offer a huge range of functions, and while dedicated LLA such as Duolingo are 
obviously used for language learning purposes, use of other apps and platforms can have a 
more tangential relationship with language learning, a theme which will be discussed in 
Chapter 2. This question explores the participants’ perceptions of the usefulness of 
smartphones for language learning across a range of functions, ranging from dedicated LLA, 
to social media, to internet browsing, to personal communication with friends. Understanding 
the perceptions of the language-learning merits of this range of functions will help advocates 
of MALL in their informed selection of apps and other materials. 
 
Question 3: For what reasons are the learners likely to be reluctant to view a mobile phone as 
a language learning tool?  
Question 3 is similar to Question 2, except that it explores the same theme from a different 
perspective. As mentioned when discussing Question 1, much of the research describes the 
great potential for MALL, if only language learners engaged in it in the way MALL advocates 
wished. However, it is clear from numerous studies (discussed in Sections 2.2 and 2.3) that 
language learners have certain reservations about using their smartphones, or certain apps or 
functions of their smartphones, for language-learning purposes. These reservations may be 
related to the size of the screen and difficulty of inputting text (Kiernan and Aizawa 2004; Kim 
and Kwon 2012), concerns over the potential for distraction on their smartphone (Davie and 
Hilber 2015; Murray, Giralt and Benini 2020), and also a perception of what smartphones and 
other devices are ‘for’ (Sung et al. 2016), which can have an effect on levels of concentration 
on different devices (McCoy 2016). 
The potential of MALL cannot be realised until the nature of these reservations is fully 
understood, whether they be technical or attitudinal reservations. Thus, identifying these 
reservations and when and why they occur is central to devising policies that will mitigate them 






Question 4: To what extent do the learners view social media as potential language learning 
resources? 
There is a body of research exploring the relationship between social media and language 
learning, and the relevant studies have been explored in Section 2.3 of this study. As that 
section will describe, the findings in this field have been mixed, and the efficacy of social media 
as a potential tool of language learning is still questioned, and there are significant variations 
in terms of the nature and duration of exposure to and use of second languages on social media. 
Alm (2015) reported that half their participants had curated a social media newsfeed to receive 
relevant target-language content, and others had changed the language settings on their social 
media to their target language. On the other hand, Demouy et al. (2016) found that social 
networks were amongst the least favoured platforms for their research participants, and both 
Bruneel et al. (2016) and Trinder (2017) noted the reluctance of students to accept social media 
as a language-learning tool, echoing earlier research from Zhang (2010), who highlighted that 
despite being prolific users of social media for personal or entertainment reasons, study-based 
social media activity was limited to just 20 minutes per week.   
 A carefully curated social media account on a platform such as Facebook could potentially 
provide the user with a steady stream of relevant second-language content. However, as the 
research described in Section 2.3 will show, learners are often hesitant to curate their accounts 
in this way, and less than welcoming of formal attempts to utilise social media as a tool of 
language learning. Question 4 aims to explore the participants’ current behaviours on social 
media as a language-learning resource, and also to examine their perceptions of social media 
as such a resource, in terms of both informal and formal learning purposes. The question will 
also examine their use of dedicated language learning social network sites (LLSNS) such as 
Babbel and Lang-8. A deeper understanding of the ways in which learners engage with social 
media platforms for language learning and language use is crucial to the development of any 
informed systematic approach towards integrating social media into language-teaching 
practices. 
 
Question 5: To what extent do the learners view language learning as the goal of mobile-
assisted activities in their L2? 
Learners can use their second languages online on many different platforms and for many 




language learning, other activities are more difficult to characterise as language learning 
activity. As argued by Jarvis and Achilleos (2013), many young learners spend a significant 
amount of time using a second language online, but not all of this, or even a majority of it, 
should be characterised as language learning, as it may simply be the person going about their 
daily online activities. Similarly, Olsson (2011) reported on Swedish learners of English who 
felt that the majority of their online activity took place through English.  Jarvis and Achilleos 
(2013) coined the term Mobile-Assisted Language Use (MALU) to differentiate such everyday 
usage from more deliberate language-learning endeavours, for which they believe the acronym 
MALL should be reserved. 
Question 5 incorporates this distinction and explores the different ways in which second 
languages are used on smartphones, and to what extent these encounters with second languages 
are as a result of deliberate study activity or other, non-study activities such as reading for 
pleasure or communicating with friends. The question also examines the participants’ 
perceptions of the merits of both types of engagement with second languages.  
 
1.3.3 The significance of the study 
As described in Section 1.2, there is felt to be a lack of a coherent strategy within the Irish 
educational system towards smartphones and social media, resulting in practices that vary 
widely across schools. Moreover, as will be highlighted in more detail in sections 2.2 and 2.3, 
the theme of informal or self-regulated learning on smartphones and social media is 
underexplored in wider MALL research.  
Research which contributes to a more complete understanding of how learners use their 
smartphones and social media for language learning, as part of either formal projects or 
informal efforts, is central to the development of more effective policies and practices among 
educators. This study will contribute to that body of research and provide valuable data on the 
smartphone-related learning behaviours and attitudes of a particular cohort of learners, which 






1.4 Overview of the thesis structure 
This remainder of this thesis is divided into chapters 2-6. Chapter 2 offers a review of the 
literature in the related fields. First, the chapter documents the origins and evolution of 
Computer-Assisted Language Learning (CALL) as it progressed from its Structural CALL 
foundations through its Communicative CALL phase, and on to its present-day Integrative 
CALL status, indicating where and how these stages have influenced MALL practices also. 
 Following this, the chapter provides a detailed description of the relevant literature into mobile 
learning in general and mobile-assisted language learning. This section documents the research 
into various devices such as MP3 players as well as smartphones, and includes formal informal, 
and incidental mobile learning, reporting on institutional programmes as well as research which 
has reported on individual language-learning efforts. The chapter concludes by reviewing the 
literature on social media. This includes both the wider impacts of social media on society as 
well as how it has been used both formally and informally as a resource for learning and in 
particular, language learning. 
Chapter 3 outlines and justifies the methodology used in the current study. The chapter 
describes the process through which the thematic analysis approach to the current study was 
selected, and also details the rationale behind and structure of the survey, case study, and group 
interview that were employed to collect the data necessary to respond to the research questions. 
Chapter 4 offers a description and objective analysis of the data collected from the different 
stages of the research project. The data is organised into key themes that were identified during 
analysis of the data, and each theme is discussed with reference to data gleaned from the 
different stages of the research project. 
Chapter 5 uses the data described in the previous chapter in two ways. Firstly, the data is 
employed to offer a detailed response to the research questions already outlined in this 
introductory chapter. This response examines the data from this study with reference to existing 
research and findings from studies in the relevant research fields. Secondly, the data is used to 
explore broader topics which were identified during the data analysis, such as the participants’ 
perception of what language learning is, and how a language may be successfully learned. In 
light of that perception of what language learning comprises, the chapter offers a discussion 




Chapter 6 concludes the study by summarising the responses to the research questions, and by 
situating the findings within the Irish educational context. The chapter emphasises the 
importance of a holistic approach to address multiple aspects of smartphone and social media 
use and misuse, and uses the significance of the findings of this study to make and justify a 
series of recommendations to promote a systematic and effective integration of MALL into the 
Irish second-level school classroom.  
 
1.5 Conclusion to the chapter 
This chapter has introduced the research project and the educational context within which it is 
situated. The chapter began by describing the researcher’s personal experiences in MALL, and 
how his own failure revealed to him the importance of research into language learners’ uses of 
and perceptions of social media and smartphones. The chapter continued by providing a brief 
overview of the proliferation of smartphones and their impacts on society and on education. 
The chapter continued by offering a detailed description of the history and current state of 
technology and mobile technology within the Irish education system, at both theoretical and 
practical levels. The chapter then introduced the aims and rationale of the current study and 
justified the significance of the study within the educational context already described, and 














CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE RELATED LITERATURE 
 
Introduction 
This study deals primarily with self-directed and self-regulated learning on smartphones and 
social media, and this chapter will document the research in the relevant fields. Section 2.1 will 
provide a brief description the emergence of technology in language education and its changing 
roles within evolving pedagogical approaches to language teaching, as these emerging 
principles played a role in influencing the theory and practices in mobile learning. Section 2.2 
will explore the development of mobile devices such as Personal Digital Assistants (PDAs) 
and smartphones, and their impact on both formal and informal learning in both wider and 
language education. Section 2.3 will detail the origins of social media, and the effects that 
social media have had on both wider society and education in general, as well as specifically 
on second-language education, as these factors influence learners’ behaviours on and attitudes 
to social media for both educational and general use. Throughout the chapter, cross-references 
will be included to where the data analysis and findings of the present study are described in 
relation to existing research. Figure 2.1 provides a visual representation of the structure of the 
chapter. 
 
Figure 2.1: Structure of Chapter 2 
 
This section documents the history of research 
into the field of CALL in terms of both 
formal and informal practices.
2.1 An Overview of 
Technology and Language 
Pedagogy
In this section, the advent of MALL and 
accompanying theories, practices, and 
pedagogical issues are described.
2.2 From CALL to MALL
This section focuses on the impact of social 
media both broadly and specific to 
education, and highlights the key studies in 
this field.





  2.1 An Overview of Technology and Language Pedagogy  
Computers have been employed for language learning since the 1960s. The use of computers 
to aid language learning has simply been termed Computer Assisted Language Learning 
(CALL). An early definition comes from Levy (1997, p. 1) who defined CALL as ‘the search 
for and study of applications of the computer in language teaching and learning.’ A more recent 
definition comes from Beatty (2003, p. 7) who described CALL as ‘any process in which a 
learner uses a computer and, as a result, improves his or her language.’ Since then, the 
proliferation of numerous devices such as PDAs, mp3 players, and more recently, mobile 
phones, smartphones, and tablet computers, caused Hubbard to ask the question ‘What do we 
mean by ‘computer’?’ (Hubbard 2009, p. 1). However, even at the time of writing, Levy’s 
broad, inclusive definition remains influential and oft-cited. 
Although the current study is limited to examining MALL, and in particular, self-directed 
MALL, mobile learning is born from, and continues to be influenced by, evolving CALL 
theories and practices. Thus, this section will document the history and development of CALL, 
and also highlight the changing pedagogical perspectives that accompanied and influenced 
CALL through the phases of its progression: Structural CALL, Communicative CALL, and 
Integrative CALL. As Warschauer points out, the three phases of CALL do not fall into a neat 
linear timeline; rather, as each new phase emerges, the previous phases continue to coexist 
(Warschauer 2004).  
As well as coexistence within CALL, the field continues to coexist with MALL. Despite the 
emergence of MALL, research in CALL remains steady; at the time of writing, the latest issue 
of ReCALL (Volume 32 - Issue 2 - May 2020) contained 6 regular papers, only one of which 
was devoted specifically to mobile learning. CALL continues to evolve as a field of study, and 
both influences and is influenced by MALL research and practice, and this section will 
highlight characteristics of CALL which are present in MALL. As the present study explores 
learner perceptions of smartphones as learning resources, the section will also highlight 
research into how learners perceive both institutional and learner-centred CALL, to later be 





2.1.1 The emergence and evolution of CALL 
Pedagogical trends in CALL roughly parallel those in other areas of applied linguistics and 
English language-teaching pedagogy (Chapelle 2007). Starting with the structural and 
behaviourist models that manifested in audio-lingual approaches to language learning, CALL 
educators then explored aspects of communicative approaches to language learning, with 
socio-cognitive theories of instruction now an integral part of CALL (Gruba 2004). Table 2.1, 
compiled by Gruba (2004), organises the categories that characterise the development of CALL 
over 30 years, and the following sections will provide a brief history of the main stages of 
CALL.   
Table 2.1 Theoretical perspectives in CALL 
 
2.1.1.1 Structural CALL: theory and practice  
Structural CALL (Warschauer 2004) was a sub-set of the wider field of the behaviourist 
learning model, and the implementation of CALL featured repetitive drills of target language. 




arose as a direct result of the need for foreign language proficiency in listening and speaking 
skills during and after World War II (Ahmad, Corbett, Rogers, and Sussex 1985).  
Under behaviourist CALL, the computer was viewed as a mechanical tutor which allowed 
students to work at an individual pace. This method focused on drilling, repetition and habit-
formation as central elements of instruction, as repeated exposure to material was considered 
beneficial (Brierley and Kemble 1991). Though behaviourist CALL did co-exist with personal 
computers, its inception predates them, with early tutorial systems running on their own special 
hardware off a central computer mainframe, which students accessed through terminals 
(Ahmad et al. 1985). In behaviouristic CALL, the dominant technical device for language 
learning was the Language Lab, which provided increased opportunities for students to hear 
and repeat language, important facets of the audio-lingual method of language instruction 
(Levy 1997).  
Pedagogically, practitioners in the era of structural CALL came from a behaviourist 
background and focused strongly on grammar (Ahmad et al. 1985). Grammar-translation and 
audio-lingual methods, grounded in behaviourism, went hand in hand with programmed 
instruction, and students were able to endlessly repeat drills with the computer-as-tutor (Gruba 
2004). Crook suggests tutorial drills continued have a continued appeal to educators for two 
reasons: firstly, teachers uncomfortable with technology ‘may well adopt the comparatively 
easy solution of focusing their commitment on straightforward, self-contained programs’ 
(Crook 1994, p.14); and secondly, many instructors felt that repeated exposure to certain 
practices and behaviours was beneficial to students.   
Although there was a shift away from structural CALL in the 1970s and 1980s, its footprint 
can still be seen in MALL, with many language learning apps adopting a repetitive structuralist 
approach to activities with grammar and vocabulary (Burston 2014b), which Pegrum (2019, 
p.68) described as ‘tutorial MALL, which offers behaviouralist drills of vocabulary, spelling 
and character formation, grammar and pronunciation’. What Burston (2014) views as the 
limited pedagogical approach to much of MALL, and how it contrasts with the communicative 
approach to language learning in general, is discussed in Section 2.2. 
In late 1970s and early 1980s, behaviouristic approaches to language learning were rejected 
both at a theoretical and a pedagogical level (Gruba 2004). Critics claimed that this over-
emphasis on repetition and accuracy, while helping students develop a level of linguistic 




language. A shift towards a CALL pedagogy that promoted communicative competence 
became mainstream at this time. 
 
2.1.1.2 Communicative CALL: theory and practice 
The second stage of CALL, communicative CALL, emerged throughout the late 1970s and into 
the early 1980s, and corresponded with the advent of Communicative Language Teaching 
(CLT) as a pedagogical framework for English language teaching in general (Chapelle 2007). 
Instead of focusing on the forms and structures themselves, proponents of communicative 
CALL advocated a greater focus on the use of forms to generate original utterances, rather than 
practicing with prefabricated language, as such implicit rather than explicit focus on grammar 
was coupled with encouraging students to communicate predominantly in the target language 
(Warschauer and Healey 1998).  
Pedagogically, the communicative CALL approach was born from cognitive theories that saw 
learning as ‘a process of discovery, expression, and development’ (Warschauer and Healey 
1998, p.57). Exercises were designed to facilitate meaningful peer interaction and promote 
fluency (Esling 1991). CALL tasks at this time tended to foster pair or group work, with many 
advocates as interested with student-student interaction while completing a given task as they 
were with the students’ interaction with the computer and task itself. 
The communicative approach is also evident in MALL theory and practice today. Aspects of 
communicative learning such as task-based activities can be found in what Pegrum (2019, p.68) 
terms ‘creation MALL, where students individually or collaboratively create meaningful, 
frequently multimodal, artefacts using the target language or a combination of languages’. 
Similarly, students interacting through telecollaboration or virtual exchange activities 
(Kukulska-Hulme and Pegrum 2018) is another form of communicative MALL. 
However, through the late 1980s and early 1990s, communicative CALL itself began to come 
under theoretical and pedagogical criticism, as the purely cognitive view of learning fell out of 
favour to be replaced by a socio-cognitive approach (Torsani 2016). This approach placed 
greater emphasis on the use of language in authentic social contexts, and favoured approaches 
such as task-based learning, project-based learning, and content-based learning. Through these 
activities, educators hoped to move away from a perspective of CALL as something that 




learning into a genuine social context and integrate their computer-assisted language learning 
into their general language learning behaviours (Fotos and Browne 2004). This perspective on 
CALL became known as integrative CALL.  
 
2.1.1.3 Integrative CALL: theory and practice 
As computers themselves become more capable of access to a wider field of information 
through computer networks and the internet, the extent to which computers have been 
integrated into general learning behaviours has been enhanced (Kern and Warschauer 2000). 
Indeed, many computer-related skills, such as word-processing, and online communication 
such as email, have become commonplace and even essential in the modern developed world. 
In an integrative approach, learners make use of an array of technological tools in an ongoing 
process of language learning and use, and with a wide range of powerful web tools, learners 
are engaged in collaborative learning, interacting with authentic audiences that facilitates both 
comprehension and production (Butler-Pascoe 2011). Furthermore, as the capabilities of 
computers have become more advanced, there has been an impact on the needs and roles of 
students and also teachers. Internet availability, for example, has meant that a capacity for 
memorisation of details is less valuable than before, while having strategies for conducting 
effective internet searches is increasingly important (Warschauer and Healey 1998). Moreover, 
as learners spend more of their time online, the process of developing skills that help them to 
effectively navigate through, interact with, and utilise the different facets of the online world 
becomes more important, as does the argument ‘for the essential role of the teacher in that 
process’ (Godwin-Jones 2016a, p.6). The role of the educator in developing these skills, that 
are often described as ‘digital literacies’ (Hockly 2012, p.108), is discussed in more detail in 
Section 2.2.6.  
Over the past few decades, CALL has been transformed from being ‘a niche field practised by 
a few early adopters to being mainstream’ (Motteram 2013, p.6). The proliferation of a variety 
of digital technologies have placed technology at the centre of not just education but life itself, 
and technology has been integrated into classrooms ‘physically and pedagogically rather than 
being an add on’ (Kern 2013, p.92). Thus, it can be argued (originally by Bax 2003, when he 
speaks about Normalised CALL) that CALL has been normalised to the extent that it is 




Pedagogically, Integrative CALL is underpinned by a sociocultural approach which seeks to 
utilise networked computers as a means to engage learners in meaningful, wide-ranging 
collaborative activities (Warschauer and Kern, 2000). Instructors promote close links between 
learning processes, objectives, and a student ownership of the outcomes (Gruba 2004). As with 
mainstream computer-supported collaborative learning, meaningful interaction and authentic 
project work are highlighted, and authentic discourse provides the foundation for learning 
material (Chapelle 2007). Fostering learner agency, or ‘the satisfying power to take meaningful 
action and see the results of our own decisions and choices’ (Murray 1997, p.126), is a central 
tenet of integrative CALL.  
Much of the language that applies to Integrative CALL, such as its normalisation in everyday 
life and its facilitation of learner agency and autonomy, is evident in MALL research also. 
Integrative CALL and MALL are to a certain extent interwoven, as learners may switch easily 
between different devices, and one device may be used to enhance use of the other. When 
referring to MALL, Kukulska-Hulme et al. highlight that ‘mobile technology, while essential, 
is only one of the different types of technology and interaction employed. The learning 
experiences cross spatial, temporal and/or conceptual borders and involve interactions with 
fixed technologies as well as mobile devices’ (Kukulska-Hulme et al. 2009, p. 20). 
 
2.1.2 Learner Perceptions of CALL 
As CALL has evolved, and the changing theories have affected the nature of the activities that 
takes place, learner attitudes to CALL may change also. While there is a wealth of research 
into many aspects of CALL, learner attitudes towards CALL remains somewhat underexplored, 
and Gillespie (2020, p.136) in his meta-analysis of research, suggested that ‘more [research] 
on students’ and teachers’ psychology and motivation would be valuable’, highlighting that 
only 2.8% studies focused on student attitudes (and only 2.7% focused on MALL). This section 
will document some of the research that does exist in this area. 
Similar to later MALL studies, much of the research comprises formal CALL projects at either 
the level of the teacher or the institution, and learner attitudes towards these specific projects. 
Such research includes Beauvois (1998), who found that students participating in a Local Area 
Network (LAN) writing project showed positive attitudes about learning in that setting, 




because they had more control than in a traditional classroom. Stepp-Greany (2002) 
investigated learner attitudes to Technology-enabled language learning (TELL) in Spanish 
classes, reporting mixed findings. While 66% of the participating students agreed that the 
computer lab made the course more interesting, only 48% said that, if given a choice between 
a regular Spanish class and a computer-assisted class, they would take the latter. This echoes 
MALL research which indicates that learners will engage in MALL when encouraged to, but 
are less likely to do so by choice (Stockwell 2008).  Ozturk (2012) surveyed learners using a 
CALL laboratory at a Turkish university and found that 83.5% perceived computers as a 
learning tool. Such studies, which report on formal CALL activity within the institution, make 
up the bulk of research into learner attitudes of CALL. 
Moving beyond the institution itself, but still within the realm of formal projects, various 
studies have focused on language learner attitudes towards distance learning or open learning. 
An early example comes from Hampel and Hauck (2004), who reported on the distance 
German course delivered solely online for the first time by the Open University, UK, noting 
that students valued the high degree of interaction with fellow students. Chen, Belkada and 
Okamoto (2004) reported on the effectiveness of the Web-based course called ‘Academic 
English’, using an attitude questionnaire after each session, recording positive comments on 
the effectiveness of communication and instructional treatments were found when students 
were able to manipulate the learning content. Wang, Chen, Tai, and Zhang (2019) examined 
learner perception of a distance course at a Chinese university, reporting that the material and 
sense of control provided extra motivation for learners. While these studies are examining 
formal projects rather than informal or independent learning, the fact that they take place 
outside the institution introduces themes like learner agency and self-regulated learning, which 
are considered central characteristics in MALL. 
As the previous paragraphs have shown, much of the research focuses on formal CALL 
projects, leading Pearson to comment in 2003 (p.1) that ‘much more is known about what 
second language learners and teachers do inside classrooms than what learners do outside the 
classroom’. An early call for research into informal or self-directed use of CALL came from 
Bordonaro (2003), who reported a need for ‘additional insights into how computers are used 
by language students not under the direct control of a teacher’ (Bordonaro 2003, online only). 
Similarly, Trinder (2017, p.401) noted that ‘online informal online informal learning of English 
deserves more attention’, particularly in terms of how the learners themselves perceive its 




or attitudes related to informal or autonomous learning through CALL remain comparatively 
rare, a feature of research which is similar to MALL. The following paragraphs will describe 
some of the studies in this area. 
Inozu, Yumru, and Sahinkaras (2010) examined learner behaviour and attitudes to CALL 
activity outside the classroom, surveying 309 English language learners and reporting that 76% 
used often the internet as a learning resource, compared with 84% who often used a dictionary. 
This contrasted with Murray (2008) who investigated his Japanese students’ off-campus 
behaviours in order to better teach them on campus, and found a preference for more traditional 
resources such as films and television. Similarly, Trinder (2017), who examined use of mobile 
devices as well as computers, found that while learners were using technology outside the 
classroom, it was limited to more traditional learning materials such as music and film. 
A detailed study by Lai (2013) surveyed 373 students and investigated, among other things, 
the learners’ perceptions of technology in terms of perceived usefulness, attitude to technology 
use, and educational compatibility. Lai reported that all three attitudes were heavily dependent 
on input from the instructor, using the data to make the case for careful learning interventions. 
This echoed an earlier study by Lai, Wang, and Lei (2012), which also highlighted the 
importance of promoting students' adoption of technologies for learning through enhancing 
their appreciation of the utilities of those technologies, and the theme of helping learners 
develop the skills to effectively harness resources is also evident in MALL research in Section 
2.3.3.2. The conclusions that learner attitudes to technology are influenced by the quality of 
input from educators take on extra significance in light of the relative lack of emphasis on the 
educational potential of technology in the Irish primary and secondary school system 
highlighted in Chapter 1 of this study. 
Overall, however, research into self-regulated CALL behaviour and attitudes remains scarce, 
with most CALL-related study limited to formal learning activity. Despite researchers 
identifying a need to research learners’ practices and attitudes in relation to informal CALL, 
comparatively few have done so. Indeed, this researcher found that it was often in MALL-
related research that attitudes towards computers as tools of informal language learning 
emerged, when participants contrasted their attitudes to smartphones and their attitudes towards 
other devices such as laptops and tablet computers. These attitudes are discussed in more detail 





2.1.3 Conclusion to the section 
CALL has changed dramatically from its limited, behaviourist-grounded practices in the 1960s. 
Technological advances such as the internet have accompanied and influenced developments 
in both pedagogical theory and the teaching and learning practices manifested by those 
theories, with the present form of CALL being a learner-centred, collaborative and dynamic 
learning process. Computers are so frequently and widely used that they have become 
normalised, to the extent that their centrality to learning is no longer emphasised. Instead, they 
have been normalised as simply another tool in the learners’ repertoire. 
As documented in this section, most of the research into CALL focuses on the outcomes of 
institutional CALL, and fewer studies have examined learner attitudes to CALL, with fewer 
still focusing on learners’ autonomous CALL practices and attitudes, a gap in the literature that 
has been identified by researchers in the field. This PhD study aims to provide valuable insight 
into the extent to which Irish learners employ technology as part of their informal language 
learning behaviours whether it be with traditional CALL devices or with smartphones, and how 
they perceive CALL and MALL as playing a role in their language learning. 
 
2.2 From CALL to MALL 
As already discussed, the term CALL encapsulates not only a number of different approaches 
and theories, but also covers a number of different devices. While devices such as the desktop 
computer are effectively fixed in one position, other devices have varying degrees of mobility, 
ranging from laptop computers to tablet computers to smartphones, bringing into question what 
exactly Mobile-assisted Learning (M-Learning) should be defined as, and what its 
characteristics are.  
As the current study explores MALL, and in particular, learner perceptions of the merits of 
smartphones as language learning tools, it is important to document the emergence of mobile 
learning, how it was both similar and different to CALL, and how it was perceived by both 
students and teachers. This section will first examine what the characteristics of M-Learning 
are, and how it differs from Computer-Assisted Learning. It will then focus on Mobile-Assisted 
Language Learning in particular (MALL), outlining the history of MALL, research into both 
formal and informal MALL, and finish by examining learner perceptions of MALL, and of the 





2.2.1 Definitions of M-Learning 
M-Learning has long been a difficult concept or practice to define (Traxler 2005). Attempts 
have been made to define it either by the devices used for learning, or by the nature of learning 
that occurs on mobile devices. An example of the former approach comes from Traxler, who 
suggests that mobile learning can be defined as ‘any educational provision where the sole or 
dominant technologies are handheld or palmtop devices’ (Traxler 2005, p.262). Under this 
definition, any learning activity which took place on a smartphone would be considered mobile 
learning.  This focus on the use of the device is echoed by Wang, Wu, and Wang (2009 p.93), 
who define M-Learning as the ‘delivery of learning to students anytime and anywhere through 
the use of wireless Internet and mobile devices, including mobile phones, personal digital 
assistants (PDAs), smart phones and digital audio players.’  
Other researchers focus on the mobility that the device offers, and how this mobility creates an 
environment in which learners can access various resources while they are on the move and 
during any time of the day (Han et al. 2010). The affordance of regular interaction with 
materials throughout the day as a key element of M-Learning is also emphasised by Sharples 
Taylor, and Vavoula (2010). In these cases, mobile refers as much to the learners, and the lack 
of need of a dedicated or specialised learning environment, as it does to the devices themselves 
(Grant 2019).  
For others, it is necessary to examine more deeply the nature of learning that takes place on 
mobile devices to arrive at a definition (Pegrum 2014). As already cited in the previous section, 
Kukulska-Hulme et al. (2009) highlight that MALL need not take place only on mobile 
devices, but can take place in tandem with fixed technologies also. Overall, as Grant (2019) 
points out, M-Learning has been used as something of an umbrella term for a variety of 
approaches and practices, and use of the term is far from systematic. The nature of M-Learning 
will be explored in Sections 2.2.1.1 and 2.2.5. 
 
2.2.1.1 Characteristics of M-Learning 
While the previous sections have primarily focused on Mobile Assisted Language Learning 




broader fields of M-Learning and Computer Assisted Learning (CAL). This sub-section 
discusses, within that broader context, the characteristics of M-Learning and how learning on 
mobile devices compares to, and differs from CAL. One of the early pitfalls of M-Learning 
projects is that educators often tried to replicate the style of CAL, and, rather than being M-
Learning projects, were what Pegrum (2014) characterised as CAL on a smaller screen. Instead 
of examining the affordances offered by mobile devices, and in particular by the ubiquitous 
smartphone, many formal M-Learning projects (such as the researcher’s own project described 
in the introductory chapter) continued to be fixed limit, fixed time, teacher-delivered, push-
mode learning, even though this ‘seems to defeat the purpose of using mobile technologies at 
all’ (Stockwell, 2008, p.255). As Pegrum (2014) notes, M-Learning does not simply mean 
learning on a mobile device, and not all learning on a device is M-Learning. It is therefore 
necessary to examine what the characteristics of M-Learning are. 
The characteristics of M-Learning come from the affordances of mobile devices and how they 
allow learning to be slotted in to the ‘in between spaces’ in life, when the learner has time to 
spare, which can be turned into a learning opportunity (Pegrum 2014). Pegrum also suggests 
that mobile devices are far better at facilitating this constant flickering of learning than 
computers, and that effectively, M-Learning occurs when somebody embraces the idea of 
learning in short bursts, often informally and in a spontaneous manner (Pegrum 2014).  The 
extent to which the participants of the present study engaged in activity of this nature is 
discussed in Chapter 5. 
Ozdamli and Cavus (2011, p.941), in their taxonomy of the key characteristics of M-Learning 
also identified spontaneity as ‘probably the most defining characteristic of mobile learning.’ 
Among the other characteristics they listed are privacy and personalisation, potential for 
collaboration, interactivity, and capacity for instant access to information.  Lai and Zheng add 
to this taxonomy by adding the term agency, highlighting the importance of the learner 
capitalizing on the affordances of mobile devices to ‘create learning experiences across time 
and space’ (Lai and Zheng 2018, p.299). M-Learning, then, and by extension MALL, seems to 
have at its core learner agency to harness the functions of mobile devices to access information 






2.2.1.2 What is a ‘device’ in M-Learning? 
The ‘M’ in M-Learning represents ‘mobile’, but not all mobile devices are traditionally 
associated with M-Learning and MALL. A laptop is obviously a portable device, but research 
tends to focus on other devices. Early research focused on PDAs and iPods (and similar 
portable mp3 players) as well as mobile phones, but as mobile phone and later smartphone 
technology advanced, even basic smartphone models offer functionalities earlier found only on 
MP3 players and PDAs, with the result that the mobile phone ‘has become the technology of 
choice among MALL developers [...] as a consequence, MALL has now essentially become 
synonymous with mobile phone applications’ (Burston 2011, no page number).  
Indeed, a thorough meta-analysis of the relevant MALL literature by Burston (2015) showed 
that studies into PDAs and mp3 players had fallen, as mobile phones and later smartphones 
became the focus of research. More recently however, the advent of tablet computers such as 
the iPad and similar devices, has led to an examination of these products as M-Learning tools 
also, with Kearney and Maher (2013) investigating the use of iPads in maths teaching, and 
Welch et al. (2015) reporting on the use of tablets as part of fieldwork activities. Galatis and 
White also recognised the proliferation of tablet-based projects in institutional M-Learning, 
noting that ‘the tablet has been the tool of choice, especially the iPad, by many educational 
institutions to provide innovative learning opportunities’ (Galatis and White 2013, p.2). 
One issue within the literature in this area is that while differences exist between devices, and 
particularly in perceptions learners have of different devices, these differences are often not 
closely examined by researchers, and the term M-Learning has become a vague catch-all term. 
Thus, while Galatis and White (2013) cite Gikas and Grant (2013) as a similar study into M-
Learning, the former were examining the use of tablets as part of an institutional project, 
whereas the latter investigated learner perceptions of smartphones. M-Learning covers a range 
of different devices, and with it, a range of different perceptions and attitudes. As highlighted 
by Sung, Chang and Liu (2016), learner attitudes towards M-Learning can be influenced by the 
device used, and the manner in which that device was acquired, as a device provided by an 
institution is naturally going to be perceived as a device for learning, in comparison to a device 
bought for personal or entertainment use. So, claims that learners are positively disposed to M-
Learning need to be specific in their delimitations. It should not be assumed, for example, that 
learners who report positively on the use of iPads in the classroom will therefore be happy to 




While the ‘M’ in M-Learning and MALL can refer to any mobile device, and initially, PDAs 
and mp3 players such as iPods were studied, recent research has focused on the smartphone 
and the tablet computer. The functionality of the smartphone has improved to include PDA and 
mp3 player functions, and the later advent of the tablet computer has seen the introduction of 
a new mobile device which has been well-researched also. While these devices all fit under the 
term ‘M-Learning’, how they are used, and how their users perceive them, can be very 
different. In this study, this researcher is examining smartphones only, and the role they play 
in their owners’ language study habits. Nevertheless, the participants’ attitudes towards other 
devices were identified during the current study and are discussed in Chapter 5. 
 
2.2.2 Comparison between CAL and M-Learning 
The difference between CAL and M-Learning is not simply which device the learner is using, 
and goes deeper into the nature of the learning that occurs. As already mentioned, M-Learning 
is more likely to be impromptu and brief, while CAL is more likely to be planned and more 
lengthy. Traxler (2010) considers this one fundamental difference between CAL and M-
Learning, suggesting that CAL occurs with its back to the world, while M-Learning occurs in 
the real world. By this Traxler means that while episodes of CAL tend to be organised, 
premeditated, and substantial, with the learner pausing their other activities to study, when it 
comes to M-Learning, ‘interacting with mobile technologies is different and is woven into all 
the times and places of students’ lives’ (Traxler 2010, p.5).  
Kukulska-Hulme and Shield also note that M-Learning differs from CAL in the extent to which 
it facilitates informal learning, and ‘in its use of personal, portable devices that enable new 
ways of learning, emphasizing continuity or spontaneity of access and interaction across 
different contexts of use’ (Kukulska-Hulme and Shield 2008, p.273). Mobile devices also give 
the learner more ownership of, and control over, the personalisation of learning that actually 
takes place (Laurillard 2007). 
The intention to learn is another difference between the two. As Jarvis and Achilleos (2013) 
point out, instances of CAL are almost always deliberate, by which they mean that the learner 
accesses a computer with the conscious intention of doing something related to their studies. 
While M-Learning can of course be deliberate even when spontaneous (using a smartphone to 




also highlight that the mobile device is a more likely venue for incidental learning, which 
occurs as the learners are simply going about their daily lives, a large portion of which takes 
place with their smartphone in their hands. 
 
2.2.2.1 Learner Perceptions of Devices 
A further significant difference between CAL and M-Learning is the very perception of their 
usefulness as a learning tool. While different devices offer different functions and make 
different activities possible, learner perceptions of the value of these devices can vary.  
Desktop computers have been used in learning since at least the 1960s (Aydin 2012), and Lee 
(2000) summarises the merits of CAL as benefitting experiential learning, motivation, 
enhancement of student achievement, authentic study materials, greater interaction, 
individualization, independence from a single source of information, and global understanding. 
Virtually all over the world, desktop computers had for many years been normalised as the 
technological support for learning. Typically, desktop computers are provided by the 
institution, situated in fixed positions on campus, and demand means access may be limited, 
leading to periods of study that Traxler (2010) described as planned, deliberate, focused and 
lengthy. 
More recently, a shift away from desktop computers was brought about by the advent of the 
laptop computer, with learners preferring the portability and convenience, as well as the 
ownership of the laptop, particularly as they became more affordable (Rajasingham 2011). 
Annan-Coultas (2012) charted a trend in which institutions began to encourage, or even require, 
their students to bring their own laptop computer to class.  A 2015 survey revealed that 89% 
of US college and university students own laptop computers, and that the laptop was the device 
they used most for their study (Pearson 2015). Percival and Percival (2016) reported that 
learners expect a laptop to be used in class, and become frustrated with lower levels of laptop 
use by their teachers.  
A preference for laptop or desktop computers over smartphones for learning purposes has been 
noticed in various studies.  Stockwell (2008) reported that when participants were given the 
choice of accessing a resource either by computer or by smartphone, there was a clear 
preference for either a desktop or laptop, with access logs showing 61.3% not using their 




of his participants when it came to using their smartphones for learning, quoting one participant 
as saying she ‘couldn’t get into study mode’ on her smartphone (p.260). These findings echo 
the warning from Levy and Kennedy (2005) that the widespread acceptance of mobile 
technologies in non-learning contexts does not necessarily mean that they will be effective or 
valued  in  educational contexts. Similarly, a 2016 study into digital distraction reported that 
use of laptops or tablets for classroom activities resulted in much less distraction than when 
smartphones were used for comparable activities, with the researcher concluding that learners 
were simply less focused and engaged with study on their smartphones (McCoy 2016). 
The advent of the tablet computer means there is a further device available to students. The 
same Pearson survey already mentioned also highlighted that while 98% of students owned a 
smartphone, only 52% owned a tablet. However, when asked which device was more suitable 
for study, 16% chose a tablet, while only 6% opted for their smartphone (Pearson 2015). 
Interestingly, the survey also revealed that while 83% of students felt that tablet computers 
would ‘transform the way college students learn in the future’ (p. 15), only 40% of learners 
wanted more smartphone-based classroom activities, with the rest feeling that the amount was 
either appropriate or already too high, data which Pearson noted was similar to its 2013 survey. 
Thus while ownership of smartphones is effectively 100% among learners, it is not the device 
they first turn to for their learning activities, with laptops and tablet computers perceived as 
more suitable.  
Overall, when comparing CAL and M-Learning, the key differences between the two are the 
extent to which the latter firstly, facilitates impromptu informal learning in comparison to 
planned periods of learning, secondly, allows that learning to be personalised according to the 
specific needs of the learner, and thirdly, offers greater potential for incidental learning to take 
place. Furthermore, differences exist regarding how the learner perceives the functions and 
uses of each device, and consequently, the extent to which they perceive each device as having 
a role in their learning. Laptop computers are widely used, and also widely perceived, as tools 
of learning. Tablet computers are less common, but still perceived as having a role to play in 
learning. Smartphones, despite being the most commonly owned device, are not always 
perceived as having a significant role to play in learning, and thus, the extent to which learner 
actually avail of the affordances of M-Learning is questionable. Learner perceptions of 
smartphones as language learning devices are explored in more detail in Section 2.2.4.3. This 
body of literature alerted the researcher to the importance of exploring the participants’ 




towards different devices, and their perceptions of what these devices are ‘for’, will be 
discussed. 
 
 2.2.3 Mobile-assisted language learning (MALL) 
Mobile-Assisted Language Learning (MALL) is one of the popular subsets of M-Learning, and 
much of the research into M-Learning deals with language learning (Elaish et al. 2019). As 
MALL is a relatively new area of focus, systematic reviews of the related literature did not 
appear until after 2010, some 10 years after the concept of MALL started to emerge.  In these 
reviews, some clear general trends regarding research in MALL have become apparent. This 
section will first explore the educational theory underpinning MALL practice, then document 
the research trends in both formal and informal strands of MALL, and finish with an account 
of learner perceptions of MALL. 
 
2.2.3.1 Educational theory and MALL 
At the 2014 Japanese Association of Language Teachers (JALT) CALL conference in Nagoya, 
Japan, plenary speaker Glenn Stockwell characterised MALL as ‘a practice in search of a 
theory’ (Stockwell 2014). This is an apt description of attempts by MALL practitioners to 
develop a coherent pedagogical underpinning which could encompass a broad range of MALL 
practices. This section will describe the various attempts to formulate a pedagogical theory for 
MALL. 
As mobile technology such as the availability of mobile services and apps continues to develop, 
researchers and educators need to adapt relevant conceptual frameworks, or develop new ones 
(Pachler, Vavoula, and Kukulska-Hulme 2009). However, MALL practices have often been 
characterised as rather haphazard, with individual teachers and researchers developing and 
implementing isolated projects without much consideration for a pedagogical framework or 
previous research in the field (Duman, Orhon and Gedik 2014), in part because ‘few 
instructional design guidelines based on a solid theoretical framework for mobile learning 
exist’ (Park 2011, p.78). 
 Kennedy and Levy (2009, p.446) lamented the ‘one off’ nature of MALL studies, suggesting 




curriculum. However, as Marek and Wu highlighted seven years later, the ‘one off’ MALL 
project remains common, and despite the fact that there are many innovative MALL projects, 
they ‘are often not repeated in subsequent semesters, much less integrated into the permanent 
curriculum’ (Marek and Wu 2016, p.237). Indeed, the inconsistencies across MALL projects 
and low integration rate caused Chwo, Marek and Wu to wonder whether researchers were not 
simply ‘exposing students to MALL to achieve academic publications’ (Chwo et al. 2016, 
p.340). 
 Various new or adapted frameworks have been proposed as suitable for M-Learning or MALL. 
Looi et al. (2009) suggested "Seamless learning framework" through focusing on how mobile 
devices can support continuous learning in different contexts. Park (2011) developed a 
pedagogical framework for MALL by modifying and adopting transactional distance theory. 
Kearney et al. (2012) outlined a framework with three distinctive characteristics of M-Learning 
experiences, authenticity, collaboration, and personalisation, by linking socio-cultural theory 
and the concept of time and space. Chwo et al. argue that MALL fits within the constuctivist 
framework, suggesting that ‘MALL is based on a theoretical framework of Constructivism and 
student centred active learning, with considerable student autonomy’ (Chwo et al. 2016, p.348).  
However, Burston (2014b) disagrees, suggesting that while MALL is capable of offering 
innovative constructivist, collaborative, learner-centred instruction, his analysis of MALL 
research indicates that projects are often defined by a push approach (meaning that the content 
was sent to the learners’ mobile devices by the teacher or researcher, in contrast to the pull 
approach, in which students access the content by themselves (Stockwell 2012). The push 
approach can be characterised as ‘a behaviorist, teacher-centered, transmission model of 
instruction’ (Burston 2014b, p.344). Indeed, Burston’s belief that the typical pedagogical 
approach to MALL is at odds with wider constructivist approaches to communicative language 
teaching is one reason he believes MALL ‘remains on the fringes of language pedagogy’ 
(Burston 2015, p.103). 
 
2.2.3.2 Institutional MALL 
Institutional MALL refers to more formalised MALL projects or research which have been 
created and driven either at teacher or institutional level. In early MALL research, the bulk of 




teachers (Burston 2014b). In his detailed review of the MALL literature, Burston criticised the 
bulk of the research as being too short in duration, with too few students, too dependent on the 
subjective assessment of either the teacher or the students themselves, and frequently without 
solid methodological foundations. All of which caused him to conclude that ‘despite near 
universal claims of success, statistically reliable measures of positive learning outcomes are 
quite limited’ (Burston 2014b, p.114). 
Projects focusing on input of target vocabulary have been by far the most researched aspect of 
MALL.  Duman, Orhon, and Gedik noted that of the 106 papers analysed in their study of 
MALL-related research between 2004 and 2012, 28 related to vocabulary acquisition, while 
the second most common research area was into the technical usability of mobile phones for 
language learning (Duman, Orhon, and Gedik 2015). They also noted that in the entire 8 years 
of publications spanned by their study, only one piece of published material dealt with mobile 
applications for writing practice (in 2012), and also only one focusing on grammar (in 2008). 
This echoes the findings of Yang (2013), Abusa’aleek (2014) and Burston (2014) that other 
skills tend to be neglected in studies on MALL in favour of vocabulary projects.  
One example of vocabulary-learning projects come from Motallebzadeh et al. (2011), who 
distributed target vocabulary items to one group of learners via short message service (SMS, 
colloquially termed text messages) and also to another group learners on paper, noting that 
those who received the items via phone message had significantly higher retention rates in a 
post test. Similarly, Tabatabei and Goojani (2012) implemented a SMS project in which 
learners sent each other group messages using target vocabulary items in sentences, which the 
teacher would then correct in their own group SMS. 
Burston (2015) noted that along with vocabulary projects, reading proficiency has been another 
common goal of MALL. He noted however that researchers are more likely to use PDAs for 
such projects, even after smartphones have become commonplace, with Zurita and Nussbaum 
(2004), Chen and Hsu (2008), and Wu et al. (2011) all opting for PDAs to facilitate their L2 
reading projects. 
Mobile devices have also been used, less commonly, for projects aimed at improving listening 
and writing proficiency. Liu (2009) reported on a Taiwanese project in which learners used 
their own mobile phones to play games which incorporated periods of listening. Papadima-
Sophocleous et al. (2012) documented the use of iPods to listen to target language content 




devices to create written sentences using beginner vocabulary, phrases, and structures in 
English, and reported those who use their mobile devices performed better in a post-test than 
those who did not. 
Overall, research indicates that much of MALL practice has failed to move with the 
pedagogical times, remaining formulaic and unimaginative. Godwin-Jones, similar to  the 
criticism levelled at MALL projects by Kukulska-Hulme and Shield (2008), noted that most 
MALL projects were ‘pedestrian, uncreative and repetitive, and did not take advantage of the 
mobility, peer connectivity, or advanced communication features of mobile devices’ (Godwin-
Jones 2011, p.7). This echoes the previously-mentioned comments by Burston that MALL 
practice is often at odds with the 21st century, constructivist, learner-centred approach to 
language teaching (Burston 2014b). Overall, Burston (2015, p.17) characterised MALL 
research as having ‘a long way to go to realize its pedagogical potential and justify the current 
interest in mobile-assisted learning.’ 
 
2.2.4 Learner-centred MALL 
As the current study focuses on learner-centred MALL, exploring not only the extent to which 
the participants engage in it, but also their perceptions of its merits, becoming familiar with the 
existing literature in this field was crucial. Much of the existing research in MALL focuses on 
projects designed and delivered by educators. As Burston (2014) notes, this may simply be 
because it is much easier to document and report on such structured projects than the more 
fragmented and fleeting nature of autonomous or informal MALL. Stockwell also commented 
that ‘a limitation plaguing research into using mobile phones for language learning, however, 
is that much of it occurs in artificial environments, generally within the classroom itself. In 
order to get a real indication of the nature of mobile learning, it is necessary to view its use in 
naturalistic settings’ (Stockwell 2010, p. 96). The present study seeks to help fill this gap. 
Although limited, such research into naturalistic MALL does exist, examining both dedicated 
language learning apps and general smartphone use. This section will highlight some of the 
key findings into learner-centred MALL. 
Using a smartphone essentially means using a set of apps, as virtually all activity which takes 
place on a smartphone is through an app. These apps either come already installed on the device 




platforms in smartphone operating systems (OS) are Apple, which operates the App Store for 
downloading apps, and Android, which operates the Google Play store. Other less common OS 
and App stores include KaiOS with their KaiOS Store, Microsoft, with the Microsoft Store, and 
Amazon, with the AppStore. However, between them, Android, with 72.2%, and Apple, with 
24.5%, control 97% of the world OS market in 2018, with KaiOS at 1.1% and Microsoft at 
0.4% (Techjury.net 2019). 
Learners who want to learn with dedicated LLA on their smartphones have plenty of options. 
A search of either the App Store or Google Play using the term ‘Language Learning App’ 
brings up a seemingly countless number of results. Some of these are apps mimic traditional 
social media sites but place a focus on language learning. These apps are generally termed 
Language Learning Social Network Sites (LLSNS) in research, and include platforms such as 
Busuu, Babbel, and Livemocha. For a review of the literature in LLSNS, see section 2.3.4. 
Other LLA do not offer any great element of social networking, and focus more on traditional 
elements such as exercises to improve vocabulary, grammar, and sentence structure, as well as 
dictionary apps.  Excluding LLSNS, according to Crunchbase.com (2019) the most frequently 
download LLA are Duolingo, the undisputed king of LLA, with over 300 million users, Google 
Translate, with over 200 million users, Memrise, with over 40 million users, HelloTalk, with 
15 million users, and Rosetta Stone, with more than 10 million users. There are also apps that, 
while not specifically aimed at language learning, are widely used for this purpose. One such 
app is Quizlet, with more than 50 million users, which allow learners to build their own sets of 
flashcards with which to test themselves. In many cases, such as with Duolingo, Memrise, and 
Quizlet, the platform consists of both a website accessible from a computer and the 
accompanying smartphone app, with the platform syncing content between devices. HelloTalk, 
on the other hand, is solely available as a mobile app, with the website simply directing visitors 
to the location of the app in different app stores (hellotalk.com 2019). 
Kukulska-Hulme (2012, p.1) suggests that ‘by reviewing individual learner experiences in 
learner-determined contexts, researchers and the language teaching community can work 
together to build up a picture of emergent practices’. Such reviews of individuals in learner-
determined contexts, however, remain remarkably scarce, with Kukulska-Hulme herself later 
lamenting that learning in informal contexts is a still ‘less explored territory in the field of 
MALL’ (Kukulska-Hulme 2016, p.138). More recently, Trinder (2017) noted that the question 




interested in exploiting them, has received little attention. Still, a body of research does exist 
which documents learner-determined attempts to use LLA as part of their overall language 
learning.  
Despite various criticisms of the quality of certain apps or exercises (Rosell-Aguilar 2018), 
these LLA can be seen as an effective support for autonomous language learning (Godwin-
Jones 2011), or what Chen (2013) called ubiquitous learning in informal settings. As Kennedy 
and Levy (2009) noted, extending language learning outside of classroom time, especially 
where in-class language practice time is limited, is essential to language acquisition, and mobile 
devices are an ideal way to accomplish this. A common finding in research into autonomous 
MALL is that LLA are valued for their flexibility and convenience (Zou and Li 2015), as well 
as the ability for learners to personalise their learning (Steel 2012). 
LLA have been examined in terms of their impact on particular language skills. Terantino 
(2015) reported moderate gains among young learners independently using tablets to improve 
their vocabulary in their target language, and a study of learners of Japanese similarly noted 
LLA helping with vocabulary retention, not only for memorisation, but also ease of accessing 
meaning and understanding context (Steel 2012). 
Godwin-Jones (2016b, p.10) noted that the social interactions that take place during online 
gaming ‘can provide a fertile space for language use and learning’, and in a 2016 gamification 
study, Castaneda and Cho tracked students who played games with a language learning theme 
on their smartphones over a period of more than a year, reporting that their grammar, and in 
particular their verb conjugation, was improved as a result. Likewise, a 2013 study of Duolingo 
suggested that the translation exercises offed by the app helped users to improve the 
grammatical accuracy and structure of their sentences (Garcia 2013).  Overall, however, 
research documenting autonomous learning which incorporates mobile devices remains 
limited. 
Research has also examined language learning which occurs while simply using a smartphone 
as part of daily life. A small number of researchers have used the term Mobile Assisted 
Language Use (MALU), rather than MALL. MALU describes the process by which learners 
engage with mobile technology for various reasons other than language learning, such as social 
networking, blogging, and other means of communication with people from around the world 
and the language learning which occurs is more a welcome by-product of their engagement 




The fundamental difference between MALL and MALU is that MALL places ‘an emphasis on 
the “assisted language learning” components of the acronym […] in the conscious learning or 
practising of a language’ (Jarvis and Achilleos, 2013, p.3). However, MALU is defined as 
‘non-native speakers using a variety of mobile devices in order to access and/or communicate 
information on an anywhere/anytime basis and for a range of social and/or academic purposes 
in an L2’ (Jarvis and Achilleos, 2013, p.9). In MALU, the use of devices is not merely a means 
to a language-learning end; indeed, the end may be unrelated to explicit language learning.   
As mentioned earlier in this section, one avenue for such incidental learning is online gaming. 
As Kuure highlighted when examining the impact that game-playing had on the players, online 
gaming ‘may provide important affordances for language learning, not as an objective as such, 
but as a means of nurturing social relationships and participating in collaborative problem-
solving and networking among peers’ (Kuure 2011, p.35). Another such venue is simply 
consuming English-language media entertainment. Cole and Vanderplank (2016) reported that 
a group of Brazilian learners of English made significant progress in their L2 development, 
although their acquisition started simply as a by-product of their consumption of English-
language film and music content. Although such activities might fall under what Jarvis and 
Achilleos term MALU, the term is itself not widely used, and it represents a concept of MALL 
that is underexplored in research. 
 
2.2.4.1 Limitations of autonomous MALL 
Although much of the research into MALL, and autonomous MALL, sounds a positive note, 
there are also areas for concern. Firstly, the apps themselves have come in for a degree of 
criticism because, as previously highlighted, they are often rooted in behaviourist practices. 
Kim and Kwon note that LLA are lopsided in their focus on passive learning of receptive skills 
with little opportunity for sociocognitive or collaborative activities (Kim and Kwon 2012). 
Burston was critical of MALL apps in general, noting that such apps rarely extend ‘beyond 
L1/L2 flashcards, multiple choice, blank fill, and drag & drop vocabulary/grammar drills, 
vocabulary games, etc’ (Burston 2014b, p.108) Rosell-Aguilar (2017) expanded upon this by 
questioning the validity of the pedagogical design behind many language learning apps, and 
later suggested that the usually spontaneous nature of autonomous MALL, while often cited as 





Motivation is another issue in MALL. Similar to other forms of autonomous learning such as 
Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs), autonomous MALL has also been explored in terms 
of the motivational limitations. Wang and Higgins argue that even learners who experiment 
with MALL often ‘lack the motivation needed to use mobile phone learning consistently’ 
(Wang and Higgins 2006, p.4). This may manifest itself as a dissonance between perception 
and practice, with Soleimani, Ismail and Mustaffa (2014) noting that learners are positively 
disposed to the concept of mobile learning, and express an intent to learn in this way, but this 
intent is not reflected in their actual levels of use of their mobile devices. Lai and Zheng 
reported a similar contradiction, as learners are ‘in general positive towards mobile learning, 
but exhibited some reservations in their actual use and expressed concerns over the lack of 
immediate support in such informal learning contexts’ (Lai and Zheng 2017, p.2) An early 
SMS study by Stockwell and Harrington (2003) exemplifies this, with their initially 
enthusiastic learners responding with progressively less frequency and less depth of language 
as time went on. While learners may be intuitively predisposed towards learner-driven MALL, 
it does not always manifest itself in consistent study practices. 
Lastly, the nature of the devices themselves have long been identified as a hindrance to some 
aspects of learning. Thornton and Hauser (2001) reported that small screen size hampered 
learning, while Stockwell (2008) noted that the nature of inputting text on a phone was another 
hindrance, in particular for submitting longer pieces of writing. Early MALL was also 
hampered by a lack of reliable Wi-Fi (Sharples 2006). These factors caused Stockwell and 
Hubbard (2013) to emphasise the importance of MALL activities that cater properly to the 
nature of the device as well as the learner, rather than merely replicating CALL-like activities. 
 
2.2.4.2 Learner readiness for MALL  
A further issue with MALL is the idea of learner readiness, as research indicates that learners 
do not always possess the technical proficiency that educators initially assumed of them. This 
assumption grew from papers such as Prensky’s (2001) claims that the advance of digital 
technology in the early 21st century had produced a set of learners, which he termed ‘digital 
natives’ with a fundamentally different way of learning (Prensky 2001, p.1). These learners, 
according to Prensky, were ‘all “native speakers” of the digital language of computers, video 
games and the Internet’ (2001, p.1). Prensky was not alone in these early claims of a digital 




technology is no more intimidating than a VCR or a toaster’, and Levin, Richardson and Arafeh 
(2002) also believing that the majority of present-day learners had a school experience that is 
fundamentally different from their parents. Levin et al. (2002, p.13) used the term digital 
disconnect for what they saw as the relationship between technology-savvy learners and their 
teachers who did not incorporate technology into classes and often did not ‘even recognize that 
their students have an increasingly new set of needs and expectations for learning that are based 
on using the Internet.’ 
 
The assumption that learners are uniformly proficient and enthusiastic users of digital 
technology underpinned much of the early thinking into mobile learning, as it had into CALL 
before it. Educators were generally enthusiastic about the potential benefits of computers on 
language learning, yet the issue of just how effectively MALL was being implemented was not 
well supported by research. As pointed out by Burston, ‘as was the case with the emergence of 
Computer-Assisted Language Learning (CALL) in the 1980s, technological enthusiasm 
remains to be supported by objective evidence of the pedagogical effectiveness of MALL’ 
(Burston 2015, p.4). 
The belief that learners are capable and ready users of mobile technology, which is fundamental 
to the notion that learners will quickly, confidently and smoothly adapt to learning with a 
smartphone, is not supported by research. Kvavik, Caruso and Morgan (2004) in a study of 
more than 4300 students across 13 institutions in the USA, found that while the majority of 
students owned devices like computers and mobile phones, the learners had lower levels of 
technological proficiency than expected, with their uses of technology rarely going beyond 
word processing, emails, and net-surfing, and only 21% were engaged in deeper process 
activities such as creating content. As pointed out by Bennett, Maton, and Kervin, ‘a significant 
proportion of young people do not have the levels of access or technology skills predicted by 
proponents of the digital natives idea’ (2008, p.779).This is echoed by Stockwell who argued 
that even when learners already own a mobile phone and use it regularly and for a wide range 
of purposes, high levels of technical proficiency should not be assumed (Stockwell and 
Hubbard 2013), and the same is the case for levels of digital literacy (Murray et al. 2020), such 
as learners’ ability to locate, evaluate, and use online resources effectively. Unrealistic 




mundane and repetitive activities and pedagogically questionable foundations already 
mentioned, is not a good combination for learning. 
One refinement on the theme of digital natives and digital immigrants comes from Hargittai 
(2002, para.2) who discussed the concept of a ‘second-level digital divide’. Criticising the 
distinction between natives and immigrants as being too simplistic and for limiting ‘its scope 
to a binary classification of technology use by only considering whether someone does or does 
not use the Internet’ (Hargittai 2002, para.1), Hargittai instead introduces a new scale of 
measurement which includes not only access to devices but also the user’s autonomy of use, 
patterns of use, social support network, and skill levels. By measuring users’ comfort levels 
according to these criteria, it is possible to distinguish between those who are capable of using 
technology and the internet for their own maximum benefit, and those for whom technology 
and internet use remains a frustrating or confusing experience (Hargittai 2002, para.5). 
A further perspective on the second-level digital divide was offered by Büchi et al. (2015) who 
noted a differing usage patterns linked to educational levels, with people with lower levels of 
education using the internet primarily for entertainment, while people with higher educational 
achievements were more likely to use the internet for information seeking. One more aspect of 
the digital divide was explored by Pearce and Rice (2013, p.724), who discussed the ‘device 
divide’ in the context of the different ways in which different devices are used, reporting that 
in some cases, the smartphone is the primary, or only, access point for the internet, rather than 
being used in a way that augments their wider internet usage. 
As smartphone ownership, and this internet access, is essentially ubiquitous among the Irish 
student population (Dempsey, Lyons, and McCoy 2018), the question of whether the 
participants simply use the internet or not seems unlikely to be central to the current study. 
Rather, the key areas to be explored include whether the participants are comfortable with the 
technology and are able to maximise its potential for their benefit, whether their usage is 
primarily for entertainment or informational purposes, and whether their smartphone use is a 
standalone activity or supports their wider use of the internet. The findings in relation to these 





2.2.4.3 Learner Perceptions of MALL 
The previous section discussed the extent to which learner readiness for MALL had been 
overestimated by researchers and teachers, as research came to show that the digital divide was 
not as great or as uniform as had been imagined. However, as noted by various researchers 
(Stockwell 2008, Kukulska-Hulme 2009; Lai and Gu, 2011; Stockwell and Hubbard 2013; 
Trinder 2017; Rosell-Aguilar 2018), a further limitation of MALL, particularly learning on 
smartphones, is the psychological barrier raised by some learners when it comes to working on 
devices they perceive as being for personal or entertainment use. Thus, it is simply not a 
question of whether students are proficient enough with smartphones to use them for language 
learning, it is a question of whether they want to or not.  
While early research focused on specific MALL projects that often concentrated on a particular 
skill such as vocabulary or grammar, over time, researchers began to investigate learner 
attitudes towards MALL. In a 2015 review of the literature conducted by Duman et al., they 
reported that no studies into learner perceptions or attitudes toward MALL appeared until 2008, 
but then the rate of such publications increased steadily until 2012 (the last year of their 
review), when the five papers published was the highest number of publications for any of the 
research categories into which they divided their study (Duman et al. 2015). 
Initially, beliefs about learner attitudes towards MALL were positive. Prensky (2001) believed 
that learners were not only enthusiastic about digital technology, but expected it as part of their 
learning, and indeed, could not learn without it.  Researchers and teachers believed that mobile 
devices allowing students to study ‘anytime, anywhere’ would encourage more frequent and 
deeper spells of learning activities (Roschelle 2003).  Educators often developed projects under 
the assumption that learners would readily embrace the use of mobile technology in their 
learning (Stockwell 2008).  
However, just as it was discovered that learners’ technical proficiency was not as high as hoped, 
a more even-tempered view of MALL soon became apparent in the literature, indicating that 
the learners’ embrace of technology was not as uniform as expected. Levy and Kennedy argued 
that the proliferation and widespread use of mobile phones in the students’ personal lives did 
not mean that learners would automatically value them for learning purposes (Levy and 
Kennedy 2005). A later study by the same researchers identified learner reluctance to engage 
in a SMS project, revealing that students were reluctant to reply to more than one text message 




on students’ attitudes to technology-assisted learning outside of the classroom, noting that 
students can quickly become intolerant of technology being pushed on them by their teachers 
or institutions (Franklin 2011). A Japanese university project in 2012 found similar results, 
with students who had agreed to receive one message per day quickly tiring of the mails, and 
in some cases, asking university administrators to instruct the teacher to stop sending the 
messages (Mullen and Underwood 2012). Hawi and Samaha (2016) surveyed 293 students 
regarding attitudes to MALL, reporting that their learners were not keen on MALL as it was 
likely to lead to lengthy distraction on their smartphones. Overall, learners are often less 
inclined to engage with MALL than initially assumed. 
As reported earlier, Stockwell (2010) highlighted the prevalence of research into formal 
MALL, and the lack of studies into MALL in naturalistic settings, which remain scarce. There 
have been some early studies into MALL which, even though the projects themselves were 
formal in nature, allowed  the researchers to hint at learner reluctance to use mobile phones for 
learning (see Dias 2002, Kiernan and Aizawa 2004, Thornton and Houser 2005). Such findings 
usually mention learner reluctance to engage in these formal projects, particularly when it 
involves content being pushed at them by the teacher. As Stockwell pointed out, in many of 
the studies which comprise the research into MALL, ‘learners were required to use the mobile 
phone as part of their language learning activities, is this really an accurate indication of how 
learners perceive mobile phones when they have a choice to use them or not?’ (Stockwell 2008, 
p.254). Stockwell also notes that ‘our knowledge of learners’ preferences for the mobile 
platform and their usage patterns remains limited […] when and where do those learners who 
do choose to use mobile phones use them, and why do they choose them?’ (Stockwell 2008, 
p.253). Hsu (2013) recognised that while research has examined ‘learners’ perception towards 
M-Learning mostly from a technological perspective’, much less research has examined their 
perceptions from cultural or attitudinal perspectives (Hsu 2013, p.199). 
While earlier research focused on MALL projects and their outcomes, more recent research 
has come to recognise the importance of identifying learner perceptions of smartphones as 
learning devices. As Kern commented, ‘It is important to ‘understand the effectiveness of 
technology in terms of the specifics of what people do with computers, how they do it, and 
what it means to them’ (Kern 2006, p.189). Winke and Goertler ( 2008) recognised that, given 
their age and assumed proficiency with technology, there is a notion students should 
enthusiastically adapt to the use of technology for language learning, yet they report ‘a clear 




483). Similarly, Kukulska-Hulme commented that central to MALL is its use of personal, 
portable devices that enable continuous and spontaneous learning and interaction across 
different contexts of use, and noted that ‘conceived in this way, mobile learning seems to 
belong more to learners than it does to teachers’ (Kukulska-Hulme 2009, p.162).  
Such sentiments were later echoed by Lai and Gu (2011, p.317), who argued the importance 
of investigating learner perceptions of MALL, noting that whatever teachers may think of 
MALL, ‘it is the learners’ acceptance of the value of technology and their effective use of 
technology that really matter’. The question they feel needs to be answered is whether or not 
learners ‘are ready to embrace technology to regulate their learning so as to create optimal and 
self-fulfilling language learning experiences for themselves?’ (2011, p.318), and this is a 
question which they believe the current literature is not in a good position to answer, noting 
that in their review of the related literature they came across just two studies that discuss 
learners’ self-initiated use or readiness to use mobile technology for language learning (2011). 
A later paper by Lai and Zheng repeated the same suggestion, reporting that while ‘learners are 
at the center of mobile learning, and facilitating mobile learning cannot do without an in-depth 
understanding of learners’ perspectives, especially their perspectives of mobile learning in 
informal contexts’ (Lai and Zheng 2018, p.2), studies which attempt to gain this in-depth 
understanding of learner perspectives remain scarce. One such recent study by Metruk of 
Slovakian students training to become teachers of English showed that while their participants 
displayed tentatively positive attitudes towards smartphone-based learning, there were still 
‘some issues surrounding the perception and potential use of smartphones [as well as] general 
underuse of smartphone apps’ (2020, p.537), with Metruk highlighting the importance of 
awareness-raising activities to help students fully exploit the learning affordances of MALL. 
Research investigating learner perceptions of smartphones as language learning tools remains 
limited.  A 2008 study offered students the choice between a mobile phone and a computer to 
complete activities online, with 61% of participants not using their phones at any stage and 
reported numerous examples of feedback indicating that students did not perceive their phones 
as language learning devices. Such feedback included comments that students simply could not 
get into study mode with their smartphone, and that ‘“mobile phone is not a tool for studying”’ 
(Stockwell 2008, p.260). This concept of having the right ‘mode’ or mentality for study on 




As well as having the right mentality for study, the issue of cognitive processing of content on 
smartphones was highlighted by Sad et al. (2020, p.13), who noted that participants reported 
that content accessed on a smartphone was forgotten more easily than content accessed in other 
ways, quoting one student who commented that ‘I forget English language contents quickly 
because I can access them easily through my smartphone’ (Sad et al. 2020, p.13). The authors 
conclude that perhaps accessing content on a smartphone does not allow for the depth of 
cognitive processing that leads to long-term retention. A similar sentiment was expressed by a 
participant in this study regarding incidental encounters with second-language content on 
smartphones, and is discussed in Section 5.1.4.3. 
 
Zhang (2010) investigated the factors affecting Chinese English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 
learners’ attitudes towards and use of mobile technology for language learning, and found the 
students’ use of technology was limited. Accessing songs and movies online made up the bulk 
of the students’ use of technology, while web 2.0 technology such as online forums, blogs, or 
chat rooms was used for less than 20 minutes per week. Trinder (2017) conducted a survey of 
Austrian students of English and found similar results. Despite using their smartphones for a 
wide variety of purposes in general, when it came to language learning, her respondents 
expressed ‘a clear preference for well-established, time-honoured media (film, online 
dictionaries, email) in self-regulated contexts’ (Trinder 2017, p.401). 
A  recent study by Nami (2020) of Iranian learners of English echoed much of the previously 
described research, in that learners expressed moderately positive opinions on smartphones as 
learning tools, but their actual use of the devices varied significantly across students and also 
across language skills. These findings lead Nami to conclude that ‘it appears essential to 
provide students with the relevant  knowledge  and  skills  for  the  effective  use  of  appropriate  
smartphone apps’ (2020, p.93) and that the role of teachers, and indeed the attitude of teachers 
themselves towards technology, will be pivotal in that process. 
  These themes of learner attitudes towards MALL, and in particular the extent to which 
learners already have the capacity and willingness to engage in self-directed mobile learning, 
relate directly to the research questions in the current research, and the learner preferences 
identified in the current study, and how they compared with the existing literature, are 





2.2.5 Incidental learning, vicarious learning, and Edutainment 
The previous sections have explored institutional MALL and informal and self-directed 
MALL, both of which are deliberate attempts to learn the target language. This section will 
examine the role that smartphones can play in forms of language learning which are less formal 
or traditional than those already mentioned in the previous sections. The forms which will be 
explored here are incidental learning, vicarious learning, and Edutainment. Although each form 
of learning  is given a different sub-section, there are nonetheless overlaps between them which 
will be discussed. 
 
2.2.5.1 Incidental learning 
Incidental language learning, which is defined as ‘the acquisition of a word  or  expression  
without  the  conscious  intention  to  commit  the  element  to  memory,  such as “picking up” 
an unknown word from listening to someone or from reading a text’ (Hulstijn 2012, p.2632). 
The conditions that facilitate incidental acquisition have been researched in depth. According 
to Eysenck  (1982, p.203), ‘memory performance is determined far more by the nature of the 
processing activities engaged  in  by  the  learner  than  it  is  by  the  intention  to  learn  per  
se’. Thus, learning, whether, deliberate or incidental, is mainly an issue of selective attention 
and cognitive processing (Hulstijn 2012), in combination with frequent reactivation and use in 
a variety of contexts, forming connections between what is new and what is already known  
(Baddeley 1997). More recently, depth  of processing has been associated with levels of 
awareness of the new content during the input stage, and awareness, akin to Schmidt’s Noticing 
Hypothesis (1993), is believed to play an important role in the  processing stages during the L2 
learning process (Leow 2015). 
Richards (2015) highlighted the difference between self-directed learning, which is a form of 
intentional activity, and incidental learning, which takes place even when the learner is not 
consciously focused on learning. However, there is a grey area between the two, and indeed, 
either may turn into the other. Incidental learning may become more self-directed as the 
learners become aware of the learning value of the content they are consuming and deliberately 
do so for learning purposes. On the other hand, as highlighted by Benson, intentional learning 
may evolve into incidental learning, as ‘the learner sets up a naturalistic learning situation with 




attention to communication, enjoyment or learning something other than the language itself’ 
(Benson 2011, p.11), and acquisition of the target content becomes incidental.  
Smartphones, which are already integrated into their users’ daily routines and used repeatedly 
throughout the day, and are devices which afford a range of activities such as reading and 
listening, are  ‘particularly  suited  to this  type  of  learning’ (Jones et al. 2014, p.78), and 
research into these skills is discussed in the following paragraphs.  
Rott (1999) examined incidental acquisition as part of reading activity, with a specific focus 
on frequency of exposure to target vocabulary, reporting that six exposures were necessary to 
produce significant retention of vocabulary items. Pellicer-Sanchez (2016) used eye-tracking 
to research the role of reading in helping learners determine new words in context, finding after 
eight exposures, the participants’ eye movements were scanning previously unknown words at 
the same speed as known words, indicating that they had determined meaning from context.  
Chang (2019) researched the impact of graded readers, with reference to five fixed factors 
(time, frequency of word occurrence, glossing, word frequency levels, and four dimensions of 
vocabulary knowledge), with post-tests indicating that the main improvements were in the 
knowledge of written and aural meanings rather than for the knowledge of spelling and use. 
In contrast, studies such as Laufer (2004)  and Brown,  Waring, and  Donkaewbua (2008) have 
found that incidental acquisition through reading is a slow and error-prone process with only 
minor gains in vocabulary. These issues can be mitigated by having the reading activity 
‘boosted by techniques that make students look up the meaning of unknown words, process 
their  form–meaning  relationship  elaborately,  and  process  them  again  after  reading  (“input  
plus”)’ (Hulstijn 2013, p.2639). These techniques help with the important task of raising 
awareness of the new content (Leow 2015), although, as Hulstijn (2013) points out, such 
techniques represent deliberate steps that do not fall within the strictest definition of incidental 
acquisition. 
Listening activity is another MALL-compatible area in which research into incidental 
acquisition has been conducted. Saffran et al. (1997) engaged both child and adult learners in 
a cover task while an audio track of an artificial language played in the background, and 
reported that both the young and adult learners were able to learn the words to the artificial 
language. Pavia, Webb, and Faez (2019) explored the value of incidental learning of three 
vocabulary knowledge dimensions (spoken-form recognition, form-meaning connection, and 




to vocabulary gains. However, much of the research investigating incidental learning through 
listening has primarily relied on participants self-reporting on listening their behaviours and its 
relationship with their vocabulary knowledge (Kuppens 2010). 
As already mentioned, smartphones, which are already integrated into the daily lives of their 
users and are customizable in terms of the content that can be loaded onto them, appear to be 
ideally placed to facilitate incidental learning. The repeated manner in which social media are 
used, and the potential of media such as Facebook to be developed into the kind of ‘naturalistic 
learning situation’ mentioned by Benson (2011, p.11), make social media potentially valuable 
platforms for incidental learning also. Despite this suitability, studies into the relationship 
between smartphone use and incidental language learning  are scarce, and the role of 
smartphones ‘in supporting incidental mobile learning is less well understood’ (ibid, p.75).  
Jones et al. (2014, p.78) also note that there are challenges associated with incidental mobile 
learning, including that ‘it can consist of isolated, fragmentary episodes [and the] ‘learner’ may 
not conceive each episode as cumulative or even as a learning activity, and may not carry out 
any reflective or reinforcing activities’. Thus, the spontaneous engagement with smartphones 
whenever the need or opportunity arises, often viewed as a merit of MALL, may not always be 
the kind of engagement that leads to successful incidental acquisition.   
The present study explores learner engagement in incidental learning as well as informal and 
formal learning on their smartphones, and furthermore aims to determine whether the nature of 
the participants’ engagement with second languages on smartphones is conducive to learning, 
incidental or otherwise. Thus, this study aims to make a contribution to our understanding of 
incidental mobile learning, and the extent of the participants’ incidental learning activities is 
discussed in Chapter 5. 
 
2.2.5.2 Vicarious learning 
Vicarious learning ‘arises in situations where a learning experience is witnessed and reacted to 
as a learning experience by another learner.’ (Lee 2005, p.1958). Although the concept of 
vicarious learning was developed and tested decades ago (Bandura 1971), the advent of the 





In its broader meaning, vicarious learning can refer to behaviours or knowledge developed 
through the observation of any activity, such as ‘now-classic studies in which children were 
seen to imitate the aggressive behaviour modelled by adults as they assaulted Bobo dolls’ (Lee 
2005, p.362). In its narrower meaning, vicarious meaning refers to the learning that takes place 
while witnessing the learning episodes of others, and in this form, it involves ‘involves 
intentionality and an awareness of learning from the interactions of others and arises from the 
cognitive processing of a social event’ (Pleines 2020, p.455). 
Research into vicarious learning within the higher education context has tended to focus on the 
latter, narrower form of learning. Examples of such research include Chi et al. (2001), who 
analysed classes in which tutors were instructed to refrain from providing direct answers to 
student questions and instead elicit the information from more advanced students in the class, 
which would be witnessed by other students present, and Driscoll et al. (2003), which reported 
on the outcomes of a cohort of learners watching video content of tutorials in which other 
students had participated. While the outcomes of such studies have produced mixed results in 
terms of the merits of observing learning episodes versus participating directly in the learning 
episodes, Pleines (2020, p.455) notes that ‘vicarious participants occasionally outperform those 
who interact directly, which is ascribed to limited cognitive processing capacities’, meaning 
that those who simply observe can focus all their cognitive capacities on observing and 
understanding, whereas those who participate directly must also focus on their own production. 
As already mentioned, the advent of the internet offers another venue in which vicarious 
learning can occur. Although of course it was possible to witness such content before the arrival 
of social media, Leonardi (2014, p.797) highlighted that the introduction of various social 
media have made communication between people ‘even more visible to third parties than the 
many preceding communication technologies.’ Social media can be curated to ensure a regular 
flow of content tailored to the interests of the individual learner. Within the language learning 
context, learners can like or follow pages of interest, and can also join language learning groups 
in their target languages. The content which they would encounter would include native 
speakers of their target language using the language purely for communication purposes (such 
as two supporters of a Spanish football team discussing their team’s strengths and weaknesses), 
and other learners of their target language engaged in their own learning episodes (such as 
seeking an explanation about the use of a particular word, or asking for and receiving a resource 




learners with their understanding of the language itself and also help them broaden their 
knowledge of the language-learning resources available to them.  
In the context of the examples given in the previous paragraph, vicarious learning on social 
media may differ to a degree from incidental learning. On the one hand, witnessing such an 
interaction might fall within the realm of incidental learning, as the observation of such an 
interaction would be unplanned and unintended at the moment of witnessing it. On the other 
hand, the prior curation of social media preferences to ensure such exposure to target-language 
content while simply browsing through social media, is a deliberate step taken by the learner, 
which might place outside the definition of incidental learning. 
In addition to the research on social media and learning later described in Section 2.3.4.2, the 
idea of vicarious learning on such media has been documented in research, with Bax and 
Pegrum (2010) reporting the potential benefits of ‘lurking’ in such online spaces, such as 
enabling learning through reflection and observation. Likewise, Arnold and Paulus (2010) 
noted that social media helped to develop a community of learners and the interactions visible 
there served as good models for less advanced language students to observe and learn from.  
Despite these tentatively positive findings,  research into social media as a venue for vicarious 
learning remains limited. In particular, the extent which language learners are aware of the 
potential of social media for this kind of learning, and the extent to which they are willing to 
exploit it, remains underexplored, and the current study aims to fill this research gap. The extent 
to which the participants of the current study engaged in vicarious learning online is explored 
in Chapter 5. 
 
2.2.5.3 Edutainment 
A final less traditional form of language learning is Edutainment, which is a portmanteau of 
the words education and entertainment. Although it contains both concepts, Edutainment 
generally refers to content which is designed primarily with education in mind, with the 
entertainment aspect included to make transmission of content more enjoyable and memorable 
(Colace, De Santo and Pietrosanto 2006). 
Although there is nothing new about trying to deliver content in an entertaining manner, and 
games have long been a feature of language classes at all levels (Korkmaz 2013) the concept 




television, computers,  and even more recently, the internet, and is thus defined as ‘the act of 
learning heavily through any of various media such as television programs, video games, films, 
music, multimedia, websites and computer software’ (Rapeepisarn et al. 2006, p.28). 
There are various ways in which language learning can take place through Edutainment, and 
the entertainment aspect itself can take the form of different media such as film, television, 
music, games, websites, and apps, and these are documented in research.  Bird (2005, p.313) 
reported on the value of watching target-language films with subtitles as they offer a 
‘combination of highly entertaining source media, fluent native speaker dialogue, and 
synchronized subtitles showing verbatim transcriptions of dialogue.’ Engh (2013, p.121) 
reviewed the literature into the use of music in language learning and concluded that the studies 
showed that music can lead to an increase in ‘linguistic, sociocultural and communicative 
competencies.’ Discussing the role that digital games can play in language learning, Godwin-
Jones (2014, p.9) comments that when implemented appropriately, ‘language learning can be 
tied to popular forms of gaming in a way that does not inhibit its enjoyment, [and] that’s a 
winning situation both for students and educators.’ Sykes (2018) notes that the advent of virtual 
reality technology will allow learners the ability to move virtually through space and time and  
experience target cultures and languages in ways that have not been previously possible. 
The previous paragraph has provided a glimpse into the research conducted in the field of 
Edutainment and the potential merits reported. The current study explored the different ways 
in which the participants encountered their target languages as part of both study and 
entertainment activity, and the extent to which Edutainment played a role in their learning 
behaviours is explored in more detail in Chapter 5.   
 
2.2.6 Digital literacy 
Other sections of this chapter have referred to the importance of developing learners’ digital 
literacy to allow them to effectively navigate and exploit the range of learning resources 
available to them. As the internet evolved, other terms have also been use to describe these 
kinds of abilities, such as ‘Internet information literacy’ (O’Sullivan and Scott 2000) and 
‘Netskills’ (Murray et al. 2005), but ‘digital literacy’ is now the predominant term. This section 




An early definition of digital literacy comes from Eshet (2004, p.93), for whom the concept 
‘includes a large variety of complex cognitive, motor, sociological, and emotional skills, which 
users need in order to function effectively in digital environments’. Similarly, Coldwell-
Nielsen (2018, p.104) defines the concept as ‘the ability to identify and use technology 
confidently, creatively and critically to effectively meet the demands and challenges of living, 
learning and working in a digital society’. Ferrari (2013) broke down digital literacy into five 
areas of competence:  
1. Information: identify,  locate,  retrieve,  store,  organise  and  analyse  digital  information, 
judging its relevance and purpose. 
2. Communication: communicate  in  digital  environments,  share  resources  through  
online tools, link with others and collaborate through digital tools, interact with and 
participate in communities and networks, cross-cultural awareness. 
3. Content-creation: create  and  edit  new  content  (from  word  processing  to  images  
and video);  integrate  and  re-elaborate  previous  knowledge  and content;  produce  
creative expressions,  media  outputs  and  programming;  deal  with  and  apply  intellectual  
property rights and licences. 
4. Safety: personal  protection,  data  protection,  digital  identity  protection,  security  
measures, safe and sustainable use. 
5. Problem-solving: identify  digital  needs  and  resources,  make  informed  decisions as  
to which  are  the  most  appropriate  digital  tools  according  to  the  purpose  or  need,  
solve conceptual  problems  through  digital  means, creatively  use  technologies, solve  
technical problems. 
       (Ferrari 2013, p.4) 
Although the elements that make up digital literacy have been categorised in different ways, 
they have in common the core idea that a set of skills and practices is needed to successfully 
navigate and participate in digital environments (Bekker et al. 2015). Moreover, proficiency in 
the use of these digital tools is crucial  as without the skills to evaluate and use the digital tools 
now found in most informal and formal contexts, learners will be at a disadvantage in different 
aspects of their lives, ranging from employment to social interaction (Meyers, Erickson, and 
Small 2013). 
As digital technology is ubiquitous in everyday life, ‘students from the digital generation are 




the fly’ (Coldwell-Neilsen 2018, p.103), and as a result, there has been often limited effort to 
integrate digital literacy into the curriculum.  This Prensky-esque assumption (Prensky 2001) 
persists despite research as early as Slaouti’s 2002 paper highlighting that use of the internet 
as part of a learning repertoire was far from uniform in the student body examined, and they 
sought guidance from their teachers in this regard. Likewise, Murray et al. (2005, p.432) 
surveyed learners at an Irish university and found that the student participants were ‘aware of   
the academic potential of   the  material  found  on  the web but they are unsure of  their skills 
to fully exploit it’, and were keen on receiving formal training to develop these skills.  More 
recent research continues to suggest that daily and even heavy use of technology does not 
necessarily equate to proficiency in technology (Stockwell and Hubbard 2013), and proficiency 
in one area may not lead to transferable digital literacy expertise (Burton et al. 2015).  
If it cannot be taken for granted that learners will develop the necessary digital literacy by 
themselves, there is an onus on educators to facilitate the development of these skills. As 
mentioned in Section 2.1.1.3, Godwin-Jones (2016a, p.6) believes the teacher has a central role 
to play in the process of developing these abilities, and that, for example, ‘all language 
educators should be actively involved in helping students find and use appropriate online 
learning resources and tools’.  
Formal efforts have been made to help learners develop the skills and literacy to become more 
informed learners and to harness digital technology more effectively.  The Reflective Design-
based Learning  framework developed by Bekker et al. (2015), which focused on primary and 
secondary-level learners and aimed to improve their understanding of technology as a problem-
solving resource. At third-level education, the Language and Technology module at the 
University of Limerick aims to ‘introduce students to the major pedagogical, professional and 
research applications of technology in modern languages and to enable students to integrate 
these into their studies’, the goal being that by the end of the semester, ‘ students will have 
engaged in reflection on their language learning methods and experiences with technologies in 
order to gain a better understanding of themselves as language learners’ (Murray and Giralt 
2019, no page number). While working at Meisei University in Japan, this researcher had the 
experience of teaching a Learner Autonomy module, in which the students were guided in their  
search for various online language-learning resources, and with which they practiced and 
reflected on their practice; the desired outcomes being that the learners would be better able to 
find resources, would have improved skills to evaluate the merits of these resources, and 




Employing digital literacy on smartphones is another aspect of the issue. While smartphones 
now possess real capabilities for computing, communication, and collaboration, ‘it is no easy 
task to harness [these capabilities] for the purpose of serious learning’ (Godwin-Jones 2017, 
p.13), and the ‘main challenge is to provide to students the skills and knowledge to be informed 
and engaged online learners’ (ibid). Getting learners to exploit the communicative and 
collaborative affordances of smartphones and other mobile devices has long been a problem, 
with Burston (2014, p.350) noting that ‘ironically, is precisely in the areas where they 
potentially have the most to offer - mobility, peer connectivity,  oral  interactions,  and  learner  
collaboration’, that have been least exploited in most MALL projects. As well as helping 
learners develop the technical readiness for communicative and collaborative learning on 
smartphones, there also remains the challenge of overcoming the perceptual hesitance 
regarding the use of smartphones for language learning described in Section 2.2.4. 
In summary, the development of digital literacy skills is important so that students are equipped 
to safely explore the digital world and effectively locate and exploit the resources it holds. The 
present study, which explores the participants’ use of smartphones as part of their learning 
practices, hopes to shed light on the extent to which the participants are equipped to identify 
and use some of the many online resources available to them. The relevant findings are 
discussed in Chapter 5, and recommendations made on integrating digital literacy into the 
second-level curriculum are made in Chapter 6. 
 
2.2.7 Conclusion to the section 
 Smartphones have become ubiquitous, and teachers have long been keen to exploit them as 
part of their teaching repertoire. Within M-Learning, and within MALL, a large body of 
research exists which documents formal, teacher-controlled learning projects. While many 
positive claims have been made about MALL, there are concerns regarding the quality of 
MALL projects and the pedagogical theory underpinning those projects (Burston 2014a). 
Furthermore, research suggests that learner motivation regarding MALL projects is far from 
uniformly positive, with learners lacking motivation to engage consistently with MALL, and 
with some learners tiring of the typical ‘push technology’ approach of MALL projects. 
When it comes to learner-driven MALL, substantially less research exists. Although there have 




as language learning tools such research is still limited, and mobile learning in informal 
contexts remains a ‘less explored territory in the field of MALL’ (Kukulska-Hulme, 2016, 
p.138). Similarly, research into incidental language learning on smartphones is lacking. 
Various studies have hinted at the idea that learners have a psychological or attitudinal barrier 
when it comes to using their smartphones for learning, but very few have directly investigated 
this concept. This PhD aims to fill such a gap, by examining firstly the practices involved in 
learner-driven or incidental smartphone-mediated language learning, and secondly, the 
perceptions the learners hold of their smartphones as tools of language learning. 
 
2.3 Social Media and Education 
The use of social media as a means of communication is ubiquitous across all kinds of 
organisations, from large multinational companies to local community projects. Most 
organizations that use social media to communicate and advertise have a multipronged 
approach that straddles various platforms (Piskorski 2011). This might include maintaining a 
page on a social network site such as Facebook, and also managing and posting from a Twitter 
account (Leonardi, Huysman and Steinfeld 2013).  
Educational institutions are no exception to this trend. Every third-level institution in Ireland, 
and probably almost every third-level institution in the world, has an account on at least one 
social media platform. Many institutions will have multiple pages across different social media 
platforms. The University of Limerick, the locus of this research study, has more than a dozen 
Facebook pages, ranging from the School of Law page, to the Department of Midwifery page, 
to the First Seven Weeks programme. Similarly, as well as its official Twitter account (@ul), 
which has, at the time of writing, more than 9,800 tweets and retweets, University of Limerick 
has numerous other Twitter accounts for its different departments and schools. Institutions use 
their social media accounts to publicise and advertise themselves and the work and 
achievements of their staff or students. Institutions also use social media to communicate 
messages to their own students. For example, in March 2020, as well as email communication, 
University of Limerick used both Facebook and Twitter to announce that the university would 
be closed due to the Covid-19 pandemic. Institutions have embraced social media as a way to 





However, beyond such straightforward use of social media, the role that social media play, and 
can play, and should play, in society in general, in the field of education, and in language 
education in particular, is a highly contentious issue (see, for example, Friesen and Lowe 2012, 
Nagle 2018). There are numerous debates on the problems social media can cause versus the 
affordances they offer. In a study such as the current one, which seeks to identify the 
participants’ relationship and use of social media for language learning purposes, it is 
paramount to build an  understanding of the existing literature on the relationship between 
social media and language education, education in general, and also wider society. The next 
section of this chapter will first revisit the origins and development of social media, and move 
on to their impact on society in general. The section will then focus on the relationship between 
social media and education, and finish by narrowing its focus to the roles that social media play 
in language education. 
 
 
2.3.1 Origins and Development of Social Media                
Social media are one aspect of a wider technological emergence called Web 2.0, which 
‘signaled a change in which the world wide web became an interactive experience between 
users and Web publishers, rather than the one-way conversation that had previously existed’ 
(Techopedia.org. 2019) Whereas the first generation of the internet limited users to simply 
visiting static websites, Web 2.0 is a far more interactive platform which gives users the ability 
to collaborate, share information, and generate content online via platforms such as social 
media, blogging and Web-based communities (Holland 2019).  
Within the umbrella term of Web 2.0 exists social media. An influential and oft-cited definition 
of social media comes from Boyd and Ellison (2007, p.221) who describe them as ‘web‐based 
services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or semi‐public profile within a bounded 
system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection, and (3) view and 
traverse their list of connections and those made by others within the system.’ Social media 
can be further divided into sub-categories, the boundaries of which are often blurred. One 
typology of social media applications is provided by Conole and Alevizou (2010), who identify 
ten categories: media sharing; media manipulation and mashups; instant messaging, chat and 
conversational arenas; online games and virtual worlds; social networking; blogging; social 




Rather than focusing on any particular social media, the present study aims to identify the 
extent and nature of second language learning and second language use that the participants 
are already engaging in, and identify the different social media on which these encounters take 
place.  
 
2.3.2 Wider impact of social media 
‘Social media introduce substantial and pervasive changes to communication between 
organizations, communities, and individuals’ (Kietzmann, Hermkins, McCarthy, and Silvestre 
2011, p.250) This changing nature of communication, and the increasing ability to author 
online content has had a profound impact on many aspects of society, and sites such as 
Facebook have ‘transformed people’s relationships, privacy, their businesses, the news media, 
helped topple regimes and even changed the meaning of everyday words’ (Elgot 2015). Of 
course, such a pervasive influence on society has arguably brought as much negative as positive 
change, with Hemsley, Jacobson, Gruzd and Mai (2018) just one of many papers attempting to 
categorise and weigh up the various impacts. This section will provide a brief outline of the 
tremendous and wide-ranging effects which social media have had on society. 
 
2.3.2.1 Social media and politics 
Politics is one aspect of society in which social media have had a profound impact. Use of 
social media in the 2008 and 2012 US presidential campaigns of Barack Obama has highlighted 
just how pervasive and cohesive a force social media can be (Boulianne 2015), and Donald 
Trump has made his presence on Twitter a central and polarising aspect of his presidency (Ross 
and Caldwell 2020). Social media are now a fundamental part of many political campaigns, 
and most candidates are frequent users of social media. A 2010 study of Irish politicians found 
that 77% of candidates were active on social networks, compared with 32% in 2007 (Pembroke 
Communications 2010, cited in Lynch and Hogan 2013). A more recent study by Suiter (2015, 
p.299-300) explored the use of social media in a particular by-election, reporting that Twitter 
was the preferred medium, but that ‘Irish candidates may not take full advantage of the 
interactivity inherent in social media and may instead continue to use social media as a form 
of personal press release’. In 2009, British politician David Cameron memorably explained his 




twits might make a twat" (Guardian Newspaper 2009), but he too became a prolific tweeter 
over time. 
 
2.3.2.2 Social media and news consumption 
Social media have changed the way internet users consume news, with Forbes reporting that 
nearly 64% of internet users receive breaking news from Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, 
Snapchat and Instagram instead of directly from traditional media outlets. In many cases, of 
course, the news consumed on social media comes from the social media arm of the traditional 
news outlets. These stories are shared across social media among online friends, dramatically 
increasing their penetration among the public (Zuniga, Jung, and Valenzuela 2017).  
This dependence on social media for news content has, however, also lead to the coining of 
what is often termed fake news, as organisations and social media accounts of dubious origin 
can produce either misleading content or outright falsities, which also spread quickly among 
the online community (Allcot and Gentzkow 2017). So, while social networks play a central 
role in the sharing of content online, it is not clear whether news consumers always display the 
digital literacy needed to evaluate content carefully, and questions exist over whether there are 
grounds for what Jang and Kim (2018) call a media literacy intervention. 
 
2.3.2.3 Covid-19 and social media 
Social media and other media have been thrust into the forefront of online communication by 
the emergence of the Covid-19 virus. In the first half of 2020, countries across the world 
introduced some form of social distancing measures and, to varying degrees, encouraged or 
required people to stay home, and work from home as much as possible. This brought about a 
sudden need for social media and communications even for those who previously had little 
interest in it. Grandparents, deprived of face-to-face contact with their children and 
grandchildren, are having more online contact on platforms such as WhapsApp, Skype, and 
Viber. Groups of extended family or friends meet online for ‘Virtual pub quizzes’, hosted on 
free video chat platforms such as Zoom and Jitsi, hitherto unknown to most of the population. 
There have also been severe impacts on education. To varying degrees, primary and secondary 




students has been far from uniformly successful, with Green (2020, p.2) reporting that in the 
UK, ‘One fifth of pupils–over two million children --did no schoolwork at home, or less than 
an hour a day’. At secondary level in Ireland, the Leaving Certificate examination, taken by 
students on completion of their secondary level studies, and the results of which determine 
what third level institutions and courses they will be able to attend, had to be cancelled, leading 
to a hastily-constructed and controversial grading scheme based on work already completed 
(Ireland, Department of Education and Skills 2020). At third level education, lectures and 
classes needed to be taught remotely, and the platforms already mentioned, in particular Zoom, 
were suddenly much in demand, even as questions existed about the security of the platforms. 
Well-recognised companies like Microsoft fought for their share of the market, with Microsoft 
Teams being widely used also. 
At the time of writing, the Covid-19 pandemic is still having an impact on Irish social and 
educational activity. In July 2020, the University of Limerick announced that the academic 
year starting in September 2020 would see different students visit the campus on different 
weeks, with First Year students being on campus every third week, while for the other years, 
on campus lectures will happen only once every four weeks (O’Kelly 2020a), although these 
plans were cancelled as Ireland entered a second and then third phase of lockdown in early 
2021, with all education to be delivered online (Bray et al. 2021). The impact of Covid-19 and 
the subsequent online delivery of education was examined in Mohan et al. 2020, who reported 
that both underprivileged and rural students were disproportionately affected by the move to 
online learning, due to a combination of access to devices and quality of broadband internet.  
 The impact of Covid-19 on the psychological wellbeing of students subjected to enforced 
home-schooling was also examined by O’Sullivan et al.  (2020), and a study by Power et al. 
(2020) explored youth mental health during Covid-19, noting that while younger people were 
less physically susceptible to the virus, they were most affected by the psychosocial impacts of 
the pandemic such as enforced social isolation, and a near-total loss of activities (school, work, 
training’ which gave structure to their day. 
   Until the Irish education system, and indeed, Irish society in general, can return to its pre-
Covid-19 structure, there will be a continued enforced reliance on online platforms for the 
foreseeable future, for both learning purposes and socialisation purposes and this will doubtless 
have an impact on how these resources and media are viewed, not just by educators and learners, 





2.3.2.4 Isolation, bullying, and internet addiction 
While the relationship between social media and news and politics exists at a national or even 
international level, social media can also have significant impact at the level of the individual. 
This can include negative effects on social isolation, bullying, and internet addiction. These 
issues are more likely to affect young people, and educators who hope to promote greater use 
social media for learning purposes must be fully aware of the existing issues with these media. 
As the internet, and social media in particular, facilitate communication between people at a 
geographical distance, its potential as a way to alleviate social isolation and its associated health 
problems has been examined, but findings are mixed at best.  In a book titled The Lonely 
American, Olds and Schwartz suggest that loneliness in 21st century America is higher than in 
any previous generation, despite the fact that modern Americans ‘devote more technology to 
staying connected than any society in history’ (Olds and Schwartz 2009, p.1). One longitudinal 
study of Facebook users found that for people with low self-esteem, social media offered an 
opportunity to join and contribute in various like-minded online communities, which lead to 
an increase in their sense of social capital and increased their confidence in interactions 
(Steinfeld, Ellison and Lampe (2008). On the other hand, Primack et al. (2017) found that for 
young adults with high levels of social media use, their sense of isolation was actually 
aggravated, as social media effectively became a place to which they retreated rather than 
interact face to face. The phrase ‘Facebook depression’ was coined to describe the stressed 
feeling of not being valued,  accepted, or engaged with by peers on social network sites such 
as Facebook (O’Keefe and Clarke-Pearson 2011). There are many triggers for feelings of 
isolation and depression and social media might ameliorate these problems for some, while 
exacerbating them in others.  
The relationship between social media and bullying has been well researched, and has even 
brought about the term cyberbullying. Traditional bullying and cyberbullying often go hand in 
hand (Salmivalli and Pöyhönen 2012), and one of the main features of cyberbullying is that, 
unlike traditional bullying which at least ends when a person escapes their aggressors, 





Social media are at the centre of young people’s online identity and communication, which 
makes them a particularly common target for online bullying (Elmquist and McLaughlin 2018). 
Their effectiveness as a mechanism for sharing content makes them an equally effective 
mechanism for bullying, as social media allow negative content such as gossip or rumour to 
circulate much more quickly and widely than is possible offline (Bertolotti and Magnani 2013).  
A 2017 survey of 10,000 adolescents by anti-bullying charity Ditch the Label found that 54% 
or respondents felt they had been bullied on social media at some point, with Instagram the 
most common venue. Another bleak finding was that 23% of respondents felt cyberbullying 
was simply part of the process of growing up (Ditch the Label 2017). Cyberbullying can also 
take place from anonymous or fabricated social media accounts, heightening the distress for 
the victim as they cannot identify who is behind the comments or posts (Bartlett, DeWitt, 
Maronna and Johnson 2018) 
Social media can also bring about or exacerbate internet addiction. A 2016 report into 
Facebook highlighted that social networks can heighten the need to belong, to affiliate with 
others, and time devoted to self-presentation, which trigger reward and gratification 
mechanisms. This results in ‘excessive use and lack of control, creating an addiction with 
severely impacts the everyday life of many users, mainly youths’ (Guedes et al. 2016, p.43). 
This can be particularly prevalent among people with low self-esteem, who see social media 
as a safer place to express themselves (Forest and Wood 2012). Worse still is that while most 
social media profiles provide a relatively accurate depiction of the user’s real life for their 
audience of real life friends to consume, there is the potential for people with low self-esteem 
to devote extensive time to a fabricated social media profile that is what Young (2013, p.6) 
calls an ‘idealised self’, to be consumed by what Litt and Hargittai (2016, p.3) call an ‘imagined 
audience’, which, due to the extent of the fabrication, can never become an offline relationship. 
Overall, social media and social networks have dramatically affected the way people, 
especially young people, communicate, and have had tremendous impact, both positively and 
negatively, on many aspects of society. They offer many affordances such as wider 
communication, authorship of content, and facilitate membership of online communities. 
However, those who might most benefit from the affordances they offer are also vulnerable to 
the problems of social media. The potential for misleading information, behaviour such as 
bullying or trolling, as well as the possibility of internet addiction, means that educators hoping 
to incorporate social media into their teaching must tread carefully, and consider who their 





2.3.3 Wider impact of social media on learning 
Similar to the rest of society, students tend to spend numerous hours a day using the internet, 
and a good deal of that time is spent on social media. As exposure to and engagement with 
social media is already a large part of students’ daily lives, they seem a potentially valuable 
resource for educational purposes also, from the perspective of both formal and self-directed 
learning. Hence, this study investigated the existing behaviours and attitudes of the perceptions 
towards social media as a language-learning resource. 
 
2.3.3.1 Formal use of social media in learning 
As early as 2006, which is just two years after the initial launch of Facebook, it was being 
highlighted as a potential venue for educational interaction (Mason 2006). However, much of 
the research into the relationship between different social media and education is concerned 
with the potential negative impact on education, with Watts,  Wagner, Velasquez and Behrens 
(2017) highlighting the possibility of formal integration of social media leading to increased 
cyberbullying, and Demirbelek and Talan (2018) reporting reduced cognitive processing 
among students who multitasked between social media and other materials in the classroom.  
There is often a focus on the distractive element of social media, with one report indicating 
that, on average, adolescents and young adults switch between study and some form of media 
(including social media) every six minutes (Rosen, Carrier, and Cheever 2013). This constant 
switching, often termed ‘media multitasking’ (Baumgartner and Sumter 2017), or ‘social media 
multitasking (Lau 2017). Media multitasking takes three forms: dual-tasking, rapid attention 
switching, and continuous partial attention (Woods and Zivcakova 2015), and may occur on a 
single device or across devices (Kononova and Chiang 2015). Such media multitasking has 
long been linked to impaired task performance (Wood et al. 2012), longer time needed to finish 
a task (Bowman, Levine, Waite and Gendron, 2010), and overall lower academic performance 
(Jeong and Hwang 2016). The theme of distraction was identified in the present study also, and 
is discussed in Chapter 5. 
Moreover, teachers and institutions are often wary of incorporating social media into their 
teaching processes. This may be because the academics themselves are not regular or confident 




blurring the boundary between professional and personal communication with their students 
(Lupton 2014). As far back as 2008, warnings were offered of the problems of an informal 
relationship between teachers and students on social media, noting that such a relationship 
might affect the perceptions they hold of each other (Stutzmann 2008). These concerns become 
even more serious when teaching at primary or secondary school levels, as the students would 
almost always be considered minors in law. The Irish Teaching Council, for example, offers 
guidelines about schools’ social media policy and advises teachers to otherwise avoid 
contacting students via social media in any situation (Irish Teaching Council 2019).  
Notwithstanding these potential pitfalls and concerns, there is a body of research which 
documents various formal learning programmes which have successfully incorporated social 
media, in particular at higher education level. A South African study suggested that the 
introduction of a Facebook group accessible by both students and teachers offered extra ways 
for one to contact the other, and was particularly useful for shy students (Bosch 2009). A 2011 
study of medical students who participated in a Twitter study group populated by both students 
and faculty reported that they were more engaged, forged deeper interpersonal relationships, 
and ended with higher grade point averages, than students who had not participated, and also 
found that not only students but also faculty engaged with the learning process ‘in ways that 
transcended traditional classroom activities’ ( Junco, Heiberger and Loken 2011, p.119).  
A study which used both Facebook and Twitter posts as ‘push technology’ to deliver 
educational content to  students reported that 81.5% of students found the information useful 
and were open to following similar posts in the future (Bahner, Adkins, Patel, Donley, Nagel, 
and Kman 2012). A 2013 study of business students in Canada, in which lecturers utilised 
Facebook groups as a way to supplement content delivered in lectures, found that students had 
a positive learning experience over all, although they did not view it to be more useful than 
dedicated learning management systems such as Blackboard (Barczyk and Duncan 2013). Rap 
and Blonder reported on a Facebook group jointly populated by chemistry teachers and their 
students, and found that ‘active Facebook groups for learning chemistry are perceived overall 
as a contributing experience for students' learning’ (Rap and Blonder 2017, p.69).  By and 
large, formal or teacher-led social media projects have focused on creating or using Facebook 






2.3.3.2 Informal, self-directed use of social media in learning 
As well as the kind of formal efforts mentioned in the previous section, which are often set up 
and maintained by the teacher or another figure of authority, students themselves can set up 
informal groups or pages on social media platforms as way to share ideas and resources. This 
informal network of supportive peers, facilitated by online venues such as social media, has 
been termed ‘peeragogy’ (Rheingold 2014). As group pages on social media platforms such as 
Facebook are both free and simple to create, they are a common avenue for students with this 
goal. Ahern, Feller, and Nagle examined Facebook groups set up by students themselves, 
describing them as ‘a good tool for encouraging peer support and informal learning between 
students such as increased communication and support about course content and assessments’ 
(Ahern et al. 2016, p.45) At medical schools, for example, ‘social media platforms have 
emerged in recent years as channels for students to share experiences, ask questions, and learn 
from one another’ (Myers, Kudsi and Ghaferi 2018, p.133). Moreover, a similar study by 
Wagner et al. showed that 70% of their medical respondents believed that social media aided 
their professional development (Wagner et al. 2018). 
 As well as traditional university courses, an examination of students enrolled in Massive Open 
Online Course (MOOC) showed that student-managed social media groups can also foster a 
supportive peer to peer learning community (Purser, Towndrow, and Aranguiz 2013). Overall, 
Dabbagh and Kitsantas (2012) suggest that the role of social media in education is perhaps best 
suited as one of a set of resources used in an informal, self-regulated learning space, which 
form part of what they call the learner’s wider Personal Learning Environment (PLE), although 
as already mentioned, Godwin-Jones (2016a) believes the teacher has a crucial role to play in 
helping learners discover these resources, and research documenting efforts by educators to 
find a role for themselves within this informal personal environment is discussed in Section 
2.3.3.5. 
 
2.3.3.3 Learner perceptions of social media and learning 
As already mentioned, research into how social media are used in the classroom is plentiful. 
However, research which investigates learner perceptions of social media as a learning resource 
is less common, with some researchers going as far as to say that ‘what seems for the most part 
to be ignored in the research literature regarding SNSs, in our view, is the willingness of 




2013, p.126). Thus, the present study investigates the attitudes of learners in this regard and 
aims to provide valuable information on this under-researched aspect of social media and social 
network sites (SNS). Still, some research does exist on learner perceptions of social media as 
a learning resource. As mentioned above, many students are willing to use social media as part 
of their peer support and informal learning processes but of course, not all students or teachers 
are positively disposed towards an integration of social network sites and educational content. 
There are various factors which can influence a learner’s perception of the value of social media 
as language learning tools. 
 
2.3.3.4 Perceptions of the ‘purpose’ of social media 
A key factor which might hinder attempts to integrate education and social media is what 
students perceive social media to be ‘for’, and consequently, their perceptions of the 
educational affordances and limitations of social media. Although educators are often keen to 
utilise social media as a learning resource, as a way to push content at their learners, and also 
as a device to bridge the gap of formality between teacher and student, there is no guarantee 
that learners will place the same educational value on social media. 
Unsurprisingly, much of the research indicates that for learners, the main purpose of social 
media  activity is social, rather than educational, interaction. One study which examined the 
relevant literature concluded that ‘students use social media as a tool for socializing, rather than 
educational purposes, and would prefer it to remain that way’ (Sugimoto, Hank, Bowman, and 
Pomerantz 2014, p.4). Likewise, a 2010 paper reported that although students were heavy users 
of social media, they were reluctant to use social media for educational purposes, highlighted 
the extent to which some learners perceive a division between their social (pleasurable) and 
educational (painful) spheres, with one student participant commenting, ‘“No! Get out from 
my space!...social software is for fun you know, not for study!”’ (Jones, Blackey, Fitzgibbon, 
and Chew 2010, p.779).  Similarly, a 2012 study indicated a desire among students to 
compartmentalise their professional and personal identities, and were not keen on any teacher 
presence in their personal life (Taylor, Mulligan, and Ishida 2012). Likewise, a study which 
conducted an entire course on a social media platform reported that while students enjoyed 
various aspects of the course, there was a conspicuous separation of social and educational 
participation, with students maintain a certain social distance from each other (Veletsianos and 




media, they are often wary of crossover into social interaction, both with teachers and other 
students. Simply put, for many learners, social media are private spaces,  spaces for fun, spaces 
to escape learning. 
Students are aware that social networks can act as a distraction from learning, rather than as a 
learning resource. Fewkes and McCabe (2012) found that 77% of respondents were against 
Facebook being used as part of their classes, with the potential for distraction and subsequent 
non-educational activity offered as one reason. Petrovic et al. compared student perceptions of 
the educational merits of Facebook in comparison to Moodle, and their students felt that 
‘Facebook, as a social network, is not primarily intended for educational purposes, but for 
social interaction and as a such distracts students from learning’ (Petrovic et al. 2013, p.419). 
The theme of social media and the potential for distraction was also examined by Demirbelik 
(2015), who found their students preferred to use Wiki platforms rather than social networks 
as they perceived them as less distracting and more education-friendly. 
Overall, students tend to see their personal life, and personal identity, as separate from their 
educational life, and are far from uniformly keen to see a blending of the two. Social media are 
places for fun and socialisation, and the introduction of educational content, or the presence of 
the educator, is not always welcome. Generally, students perceive online social and educational 
platforms differently, and prefer to use different platforms for both activities. Moreover, 
students are aware that being asked to use social networks as part of their learning can in fact 
increase distraction, as they are likely to remain on the social network after any educational 
task has been completed. 
 
2.3.3.5 Presence of the educator  
One factor which further impacted on student perceptions of learning which incorporates social 
media is the extent to which a teacher or lecturer is present, or has the ability to view the content 
produced in these groups. A 2007 study, when Facebook was still in its infancy, examined the 
dynamic between teachers and students when teachers openly shared their personal websites 
or social network profiles with their students, and found that an overly casual or informal 
profile actually generated a negative impression from students, as they were uncomfortable 
with this aspect of someone that remained, in class, a figure of authority (Mazer, Murphy and 




perceived Facebook first as a social tool, secondly as a venue for informal learning such as 
student-to-student interaction, but ‘definitely not for formal teaching purposes (i.e., between 
staff and student and involving formal assessment)’ (Madge, Meek, Wellens, and Hooley 2009, 
p.148) A similar study (Prescott Wilson and Becket 2013) found that UK university students 
perceive SNSs, and Facebook in particular, as more of a social tool, and that the majority of 
them did not want Facebook to be used for formal learning. However, the same paper reported 
that the respondents did view Facebook as a potential venue for informal learning such as peer 
groups and peer support. However, as Sockett and Toffoli (2012) also reported, blending social 
media and education runs the risk of exposing the private face of the learner in a public setting, 
suggesting that it might lead to problems such as loss of face, or an unwillingness to participate.  
The term ‘creepy treehouse’ has been coined to describe the uneasy feeling many students 
exhibit when faced with educators trying to become a part of their online private spaces (Stein 
2011, cited in Cain and Policastri 2011). Thus, while teachers might feel it is beneficial to move 
beyond the classroom, which is the domain of the teacher, and ‘meet the students in their 
territory’ (Mazer, Murphy and Symonds 2007, p.4), their optimism may not be shared by their 
learners, who in many cases, find out about aspects of their teachers’ lives that they would 
rather not know (Wang et al. 2015). Perhaps tellingly, students are much more open to 
becoming friends on social media platforms with their teachers only after they have left the 
institution (Sugimoto, Hank, Bowman, and Pomerantz 2014). 
 
2.3.4 Social media and language learning 
While the impact of social media and social networks on education in general have been 
significant, their impact on language education has been even more important. Social media 
offer a wide range of opportunities for interaction with native speakers of other languages and 
regular exposure to relevant second-language content. As a result, there have been many 
attempts by teacher and learners alike to harness the language-learning potential of social 
media. This section will examine both formal and informal efforts to incorporate social media 
into language learning. It will also examine student perceptions of these efforts, and also report 






2.3.4.1 Formal approaches to social media and language learning 
As mentioned in previous sections, educators and institutions recognise the value of social 
media as a way to convey information to their students, and language acquisition is no 
exception. Both at the level of the institution and the individual teacher, social media are used 
in a variety of ways, such as in-class practice, as a source of authentic English, as a place for 
reviewing lesson content, sharing valuable information or resources, and as a venue for students 
to ask questions.  
 
There have been many reports of successful blending of social media activity and language 
learning. Chugh and Ruhi believe that social network sites such as Facebook offer ‘a myriad 
range of advantages as an educational tool’ (Chugh and Ruhi 2018, p.609). One of these myriad 
approaches to social media involves using them to review or supplement material covered in 
language classes. A Thai study reported that using Facebook to provide feedback on writing 
tasks significantly improved student performance, and was viewed as less boring than usual 
(Wichadee 2013). A 2009 study used Twitter to train students’ communicative and cultural 
competence, with students commenting that the weekly microblogging and responding 
heightened their awareness of cultural differences, and also reported that it resulted in a closer 
sense of community among students (Borau, Ulrich, Feng, and Shen 2009).  
One recurring issue with formal learning on social media is that the teacher-student dynamic 
tends to be perpetuated even on supposedly informal platforms such as social media. Aydin 
(2014) reported that in social media interaction with teachers at a Turkish university, the 
existing educational culture in which students must show deference to their teachers resulted 
in limited online interaction, as students initiated less and were less productive, instead 
behaving more passively and simply responding to teacher prompts. A South African study 
showed similar findings, with educators dominating the Facebook interactions with students 
(Rambe and Ng’ambi 2014). 
There is also the issue of online privacy, which does not always mean concerns that data will 
be harvested by governments or corporations.  Raynes-Goldie (2010) argued that for many 
young learners, social privacy is of greater concern than institutional privacy, with learners 
more worried about being exposed online to people they know. Some learners expressed 
concern that being obliged to use social media for educational purposes means they lose a 




of class time, whether it be their teachers or other students, can find and access their personal 
profiles (Chen 2015). This bolsters the findings of a 2013 Belgian study in which participants 
were unhappy about either making or receiving Facebook friend requests with faculty members 
(Bruneel, De Wit, Verhoeven, and Elen 2013). So, while research exists which suggests that 
becoming online acquaintances serves to bridge the social gap between students and teachers 
and leads to greater connections, such connections are not always welcomed by students. 
 
2.3.4.2 Informal, self-directed language learning on social media 
Social media afford not only the opportunity for formal learning programs of the kind already 
highlighted, but also the opportunity for learner-directed language learning, and, as discussed 
in Section 2.2.5, incidental learning. Many learners already have accounts with a number of 
different social media platforms, and spend multiple hours each day on them, using them for a 
wide range of functions. This has facilitated what Godwin-Jones views as a significant change 
in how second language acquisition is occurring, as ‘increasingly,  especially  among  young  
people,  that  process  is  occurring  outside  of institutional settings, predominately through the 
use of online networks and media’ Godwin-Jones 2018, p.8). 
There exists a vast array of language learning pages and groups on a social media platforms 
such as Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter. A simple search on Facebook, carried out by this 
researcher, using the words ‘Learn Italian’ and ‘Learn Spanish’ produced a seemingly endless 
string of results. There are many dozens of pages offering help or practice with target language 
vocabulary, grammar, listening practice, and other areas of the language. Some of these pages 
are the social media arm of institutions like language schools, language learning websites, or 
of companies producing podcasts for language learners. While other pages appear to be simply 
the Facebook page itself, where a community of learners can chat, ask questions,  and share 
resources, The most popular of these pages or groups have dozens or even hundreds of 
thousands of people who have ‘liked’ or ‘followed’ the page. The top search result for the term 
‘Learn Japanese’ was a page with the title Japanese Pod 101 
(https://www.facebook.com/JapanesePod101/), which, at the time of writing, was ‘liked’ or 
‘followed’ by more than 870,000 Facebook users, with the result that content from the page 




Even social media platforms such as Instagram, which emphasise the sharing of images rather 
than text-based content, still have a wide variety of language learning pages which regularly 
produce content. The top search for the term ‘Learn French’ is a page called #learnfrench 
(www.instagram.com/explore/tags/learnfrench/), which has more than 245,000 posts. There is 
also a strong language learning presence on Twitter. One of the top results for the search ‘Learn 
German’ was a Twitter account with the handle @LearnXDGerman 
(https://twitter.com/LearnXDGerman), which has tweeted more than 24,000 times to its 66,000 
followers.  
Apart from language learning pages, it is of course also possible to ‘like’ or ‘follow’ other 
organisations of interest in a learner’s target language, such as news organisations, sports 
teams, and so on. A learner with the inclination to do so could end up with a steady drip feed 
of both dedicated language learning content and authentic target-language content across 
various social media platforms,  visible to them as they scroll through their newsfeeds on their 
devices, in addition to any content produced by their friends on the platform. Moreover, as 
highlighted by Sockett (2014), engaging with the content they encounter on social media can 
help to develop their cognitive processing, as each piece of content requires a number of 
decisions regarding its importance and also the manner in which they should respond. The 
participants in the current study mentioned the challenges of appropriate responses to content 
the encountered on social media, and the extent to which the participants in this study engaged 
in these practices is discussed in Chapter 5. 
On the face of it, social media platforms offer huge potential as a language learning resource, 
with Trinder (2017, p.410) suggesting that these new platforms and resources provide 
‘opportunities for the incidental as well as deliberate practice of English [which] have 
multiplied and far exceed what can be done in more formal environments.’ However, ‘research 
on SNS use for language learning seems to be largely instructor-led or used  in  conjunction  
with  instruction  in  the  language  classroom’ (Hamat and Hassan 2019, p.69) with research 
into self-directed use of social media for language learning remaining comparatively limited, 
and the current study aims to make a contribution in this area.  
One reason for this relative lack of research is that informal, self-directed language learning on 
social media tends to be spontaneous and unstructured, and as a result difficult to document or 
measure (Lin, Warschauer, and Blake 2016). Rosell-Aguilar noted that of the research into 




in which the use of Twitter was compulsory, noting that there is a ‘dearth of research into 
informal language learning through Twitter’ (Rosell-Aguilar 2018, p.104).  
Notwithstanding this, some research does exist on informal language learning through various 
social media platforms. Sockett and Toffoli surveyed language students at a French university 
on their target language encounters on social media, reporting that the language largely 
comprised of vocabulary acquired incidentally during the course of activities which did not 
have language learning as an aim, rather than consciously using social media as part of their 
exposure to target languages (Sockett and Toffoli 2012). Similarly, Jarvis and Achilleos (2013) 
reported that many students came across useful language while simply using social media for 
pleasure rather than for learning. A 2019 study on informal learning on social media surveyed 
Malaysian learners of English and found that the participants valued social networks as a way 
to improve their communication skills and writing skills, while reporting it to be less helpful 
for their listening and speaking skills (Hamat and Hassan 2019). Unfortunately, as was the case 
with other studies, the survey did not explore with whom the participants were engaged in this 
informal communication.   
Cole and Vanderplank (2016) compared the progress of Brazilian learners of English who are 
classroom-trained learners with others who were autonomous learners of English, reporting 
that the autonomous learners outscored the classroom-trained learners on all assessment 
criteria, and concluding that ‘new affordances for naturalistic learning through the Internet have 
transformed informal language learning, enabling significant numbers of independent, 
informal learners in foreign language contexts to achieve very high levels of proficiency’ (Cole 
and Vanderplank 2016, p.31). Likewise, a study in Online Informal Learning of English (OILE)  
found that leisure activities in the target language, such as film, television, and social media, 
can facilitate the development of their language skills (Kusyk 2017). Up-to-date research 
indicates that with the right motivation, and with access to appropriate resources, learners can 
make significant progress even outside the classroom. 
The use of social media has also been mentioned as part of the wider field of ubiquitous 
learning, which can occur when ‘all students have access to a variety of digital devices and 
services, including computers connected to the Internet and mobile computing devices,  
whenever  and  wherever  they  need them’ (van’t Hooft, Swan, Cook, and Lin, 2007, p. 6). 
This definition is similar to how Kukulska-Hulme (2009), characterised informal MALL, 




spontaneous learning and interaction across different contexts of use, and in tandem with fixed 
technologies also. Thus, perhaps the Personal Learning Environments imagined by Dabbagh 
and Kitsantas (2012) are spaces in which ubiquitous learning is facilitated; a space in which 
computers, mobile devices such as smartphones, and a wide variety of resources including 
language learning apps and social media can be employed in ways which ‘accommodate 
individual L2 needs and preferences’ (Godwin-Jones 2018, p.8) and which are accessible 
whenever and wherever they are needed. The question remains however, as to just how willing 
or enthusiastic language learners are to use social media in this way, and this study hopes to 
shed light on the extent to which social media play a role in the personalised language learning 
environments of the participants. 
 
2.3.5 Dedicated Language Learning Social Network Sites (LLSNS)  
As well as using non-educational social media sites, a number of social media platforms 
designed specifically for language learning have been created. These websites and 
accompanying apps generally mimic the functionality of existing social media sites quite 
closely. Websites such as Busuu (www.busuu.com), Babbel (www.babbel.com), Livemocha 
(www.livemochas.com) and Lang-8 (https://lang-8.com/) allow users to have ‘friends’, to 
contact others publicly or by private message, and encourage people to post regularly in second 
languages about content that interest them. Such LLSNS often offer more structured language-
learning courses to accompany their social media activity, and in the case of Lang-8, the 
interface allows a user’s posts to be corrected by, ideally, a native speaker of that language. 
Creating accounts on LLSNS tends to be free, but content may be limited, whereas premium 
members will have access to a greater range of functions and resources.  As of 2020 Busuu had 
more than 100 million users (Butcher 2020). At the time it was purchased by Rosetta Stone in 
2013, Livemocha had more than 16 million users.  A range of research exists which investigates 
the appeal of LLSNS for students, as well as the issues which arise with LLSNS, and also the 
extent to which these LLSNS are effective for language learning. 
 
2.3.5.1 Appeal of LLSNS  
One of the most appealing aspects of LLSNS is the opportunity to interact with native speakers 




evaluated the merits of Livemocha as a language learning resource, noting the value it offered 
in terms of authentic communication with native speakers. Lin, Warschauer and Blake (2016) 
investigated the progress made by Chinese students of English on Livemocha, and found that 
use of the site, and in particular, being able to chat online with native speakers, left the students 
feeling more motivated and  more confident in their English. Clearly, the idea of having 
authentic second language communication with real people has great appeal for online 
language learners. 
Another attraction to LLSNS is their perceived value to informal or autonomous learners. 
Rosell-Aguilar (2018) investigated how learners engage with Busuu when learning 
autonomously, and also found that the opportunity for authentic language exchange was 
considered a valuable resource. Similarly, Liu et al. found that learners enjoyed the fact that 
they could navigate the platform at their own pace and select materials they felt most beneficial 
to them (Liu et al. 2013).  
 
2.3.5.2 Learner perceptions of LLSNS 
While LLSNS pitch themselves as a healthy hybrid of language learning and social networking, 
research has established various issues regarding LLSNS, in terms of learner perception of their 
merits, how much learners actually use them and for how long, and how effective a learning 
resource they are. While many students are enthused by the idea of learning-centred interaction 
with native speakers, not all are. Stevenson and Liu (2010) noted that their participants were 
uneasy with the strained blend of social media-cum-language learning platform, finding the 
relationships established to be superficial, with one student commenting that LLSNS ‘should 
be built for learning a language, not for finding others for the purpose of establishing social 
relationships” (Stevenson and Liu 2010, p.249). Likewise, Harrison found that students thought 
it was more sensible in the long term to blend language learning and social media activity on 
platforms where they were already active, such as Facebook, rather than joining a new social 
network site (Harrison 2013). 
Learners are not always satisfied with the quality of material or services presented on LLSNS. 
Clark and Gruba (2010) conducted an autoethnographic study of Livemocha and reported that 
learners were frustrated with the language tasks presented, which were often based on audio-




made and the fragmented and incomplete language practice on offer (Pareja-Lora et al. 2013). 
The Lang-8 platform has an innovative interface that facilitates correction through 
strikethrough font as well as red and blue ink; however this interface has led to feedback that 
is almost entirely focused on form rather than content, and there is also the possibility of a 
written entry not receiving any correction at all (Bündgens-Kosten 2011).  
The rate at which learners quit or otherwise stop using LLSNS, is another concern. Research 
has shown that that use of LLSNSs tended to decrease over time, with 54% of Babbel users 
leaving the platform within one month (Stevenson and Liu 2010). Lin et al. (2016) found that 
six months after registering with Livemocha, only 25% of participants were still active on the 
LLSNS used in their study, and after 11 months, none of the participants had submitted any 
exercise more frequently than once every three months. These figures echo the high attrition 
rates of MOOCs (Reich and Ruiperez-Valiente 2019) and suggest that despite their appeal as 
language learning resources, many learners struggle with the discipline need for online 
autonomous learning to be successful (Yang, Zhou and Cheng 2018). 
Research into the measurable educational merits of LLSNS is scant, and has produced mixed 
results.  Vesselinov and Grego (2016, p.28) noted that there are only a ‘handful of known 
studies with direct objective measures of efficacy of language learning apps.’ One such study 
comes from Lin et al. whose study of Livemocha users  reported that language accuracy did 
not improve commensurate to Livemocha usage, with the authors positing that native speakers 
online do not provide the same level of correction or feedback that classroom teachers would 
(Lin et al. 2016). Another study examined the efficacy of Busuu by tracking the online 
behaviours of a group of Spanish learners, reporting that 84% increased their written 
proficiency (Vesselinov and Grego 2016), although it must be noted that this study was 
commissioned by Busuu itself. 
Other studies into LLSNS rely on the subjective feedback of the users, which is in itself quite 
mixed. For instance, Liu et al.  surveyed users of various LLSNS and found that while many 
users enjoyed the platforms, one consistent and demotivating theme was the lack of high quality 
feedback, or indeed, any  feedback on their efforts to produce and use their target language 
(Liu et al. 2013). Ketyi’s study of Hungarian learners of German found the Busuu app 
particularly useful for vocabulary and writing practice, although it was also noted that the vast 
majority (92%) did not intend to pay for the app once the trial period expired (Ketyi 2013).  




by LLSNS, the limited learning material on offer meant that many users eventually abandoned 
them.  
Overall, while LLSNS are instinctively appealing to many learners, particularly those learners 
who like to learn autonomously, learners often report that they are less than satisfied with the 
blend of social media and language learning, as well as the quality of material on offer, and the 
quality feedback provided. While some learners find the platforms helpful, these issues can 
also lead to a lack of motivation and a high level of abandonment of LLSNS. The role that 
LLSNS played in the learning practices of the participants in the present study is described in 
Chapter 5. 
 
2.3.6 Conclusion to the section 
Social media have already fundamentally altered many aspects of society, and will continue to 
do so. The affordances they offer as a way to communicate more widely and more quickly hav 
changed the way that politicians and new organisations operate. The same affordances have 
had a profound effect on the way individuals use the internet, with social media helping people 
to forge online identities and join online communities. This can be, and has been, utilised for 
learning purposes, with many institutions and individuals keen to include social media in their 
learning repertoire. Within the field of education, and specifically language education, social 
media have been employed in both formal and informal learning activities, with a wide range 
of positive and negative outcomes. Section 2.3 has documented the research outlining the 
impact of social media on education, and in particular, language learning. 
However, social media can also present numerous threats to its users, and Section 2.3 has 
reviewed the literature highlighting concerns over increased isolation, online bullying, and 
even internet addiction, which means that any educator must consider who their students are, 
to what extent they are digitally literate, and whether it is appropriate in each case to incorporate 
social media into their education programmes. As discussed in Section 2.2.6, there is an 
ongoing debate over the extent to which learners have the digital literacy to safely and 
efficiently navigate the tightrope of the internet and social media, and whether educators have 
a role in developing such literacy. 
The present study seeks, firstly, to identify the ways in which language learners currently use, 




social media as language learning resources. In light of those findings, the study hopes to 
recommend ways in which social media can be effectively employed as language learning 
resources. The researcher is cognisant, however, that in light of the studies discussed in this 
chapter relating to the impact of social media on wider society as well as on education, any 
recommendations made on integrating social media into language teaching practices must be 
justified on both educational and societal grounds. 
 
2.4 Conclusion to the chapter 
This chapter has documented the research in the fields related to the present study. The chapter 
began with a description of the emergence of CALL as a field of study and outlined the key 
stages of CALL, Structural CALL, Communicative CALL, and Integrative CALL.  
Section 2.1 offered a brief summary of the pedagogical theory and practice that characterised 
each stage of CALL and described how these principles have evolved over time. The section 
started with the behaviouristic approach that underpinned Structural CALL, with an emphasis 
on accuracy achieved through repeated delivery of content. The section also highlighted how 
such characteristics still exist in tutorial MALL today. 
This was followed by a description of Communicative CALL, and how its constructivist 
pedagogical foundation brought a focus on communicative and interactive materials and tasks 
that fostered fluency as well as accuracy. This section also linked the theory to MALL, citing 
research which described communicative MALL activities. 
The section concluded with a brief discussion of Integrative CALL, which aimed to integrate 
and eventually normalise computers as just another part of the learner’s personal environment, 
and also aimed to facilitate greater learner agency and autonomy. Again, the section referenced 
the potential role of MALL in tandem with CALL as part of the learner’s integrated learning 
environment. 
Following this, Section 2.2 explored the advent of mobile devices such as mobile phones, 
PDAs, smartphones, and tablet computers, and how the different capabilities of different 
devices, and the different roles they play in the lives of their users, has made the very concept 




The section also described the relevant attempts to integrate them into educational practices in 
terms of both learning in general and language learning in particular. The section documented 
how early studies were as likely to use mobile devices such as PDAs or MP3s as mobile phones, 
but in recent years, the acronym MALL has come to be almost entirely related to mobile 
phones, and now smartphones.  
The section reported on formal attempts to implement mobile learning, such as the ‘push’ 
approach which characterised much of the early MALL projects, and described the extent to 
which these projects were successful in exploiting the potential of mobile devices. As well as 
formal approaches to MALL, the section also discussed the growing body of research 
examining how learners engage in self-directed and self-regulated learning on mobile devices 
and particularly smartphones. This included conscious learning behaviours, such as the use of 
dedicated LLA like Duolingo, but also explored activities such as encountering target 
languages while browsing the internet or gaming, and the role that these incidental encounters 
might play in second-language learning and use.  
Section 2.3 discussed social media, and reviewed research examining the impacts of social 
media on society, on education in general, and specifically on language learning. The section 
began by briefly highlighting some of the wider societal impacts of social media, such as its 
use in politics, as well as its role in online bullying and smartphone addiction.   
The section continued by examining how social media have been used for learning purposes in 
different areas of education. The section documented formal and informal efforts to harness 
social media, reporting on the nature of the efforts and also their perceived effectiveness.  
Section 2.3 concluded by examining the relationship between social media and language 
learning. There is a range of research in this area which describes institutional efforts to utilise 
social media as language learning resources, individual learners’ use of social media, and the 
use of dedicated LLSNS. Again, the focus of the section was not only on the studies themselves, 
but also on how the use of social media was perceived by teachers and learners alike, and the 








CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
 
Introduction 
The previous chapters have detailed the educational context for this research, identified gaps 
in the existing research regarding learner perceptions of smartphone-mediated language 
learning, and explained how the present study aims to address these research gaps. This chapter 
revisits the research questions and provides a rationale for the research methodology selected 
by the researcher to collect and analyse data with those research questions in mind. 
In Section 3.1, the selections of research methods for the study, which comprises a mix of 
qualitative and quantitative data, will be justified. In Section 3.2, the use of thematic analysis 
as the analytic framework will be described. Section 3.3 documents how the research was 
developed, explains the timeline and procedures involved in data collection, and outlines 
revisions made to the main study after completion of the pilot study. Section 3.4 will offer a 
detailed description of the process of data collection, and Section 3.5 contains an in-depth 
description of the data analysis process. The chapter ends with a discussion of the ethical issues 






Figure 3.1: Structure of Chapter 3 
 
3.1 Rationale for research model 
Bearing the research questions in mind, it became obvious to the researcher that data would 
need to be collected in different ways, and that a mixed methods approach was necessary. To 
adequately investigate both learner behaviour on smartphones and learner attitudes towards 
smartphones, a large number of participants were required, making a survey an obvious option. 
However, as a survey provides only surface-level data, it was determined that a longer-scale 
study was needed to provide data over a period of time, and thus a case study was employed as 
a second research step. Finally, in order to ensure that findings and emerging themes could be 
properly explored and examined in depth, it became clear that an interview was needed to allow 
the research to follow up on the earlier findings. Thus, the primarily quantitative nature of the 
initial survey and the case study responses was balanced with the qualitative data collected in 
the interview. 
This section broadly outlines the mixed-methods 
nature of the study and the validity of the research 
model.
3.1 Rationale for research 
model
This section introduces different analytical 
frameworks before justifying the selection of 
thematic analysis as the framework for this study.
3.2 Analytical framework
In this section, each of the research instruments is 
described, and the rationale for each instrument is 
provided.
3.3 Research instruments 
and rationale
This section details how each of the three stages of 
data collection proceeded and how data was stored.
3.4 Data collection
This section explains how each strand of the data was 
treated and thematically triangulated.
3.5 Treatment of the data
This section describes the ethical issues relevant to 







3.1.1 Quantitative versus qualitative research 
This study comprises a mix of quantitative and qualitative research and collected data. This 
section will outline the differences between quantitative and qualitative research in terms of 
the research focus, relationship to theory, the nature of the data and scope of the findings, and 
finally, the role of the researcher in the research process. 
One of the key differences between both kinds of research is the extent to which they are 
concerned with, and search for, ‘facts.’ Quantitative research, as the word implies, centres on 
quantities, or numbers, and focuses on the collection of facts, ‘in order that truth claims can be 
established’ (Gray 2014, p.192). This research method involves counting, measuring, 
classifying, and using statistical analyses to produce an objective or rational truth (Denscombe 
2010). Qualitative research, in contrast, is more exploratory in nature and focuses more on 
developing theories to interpret, understand, and describe what is being observed (Gray 2014). 
The two research styles also involve a different kind of reasoning. Quantitative research is often 
associated with a deductive ‘top down’ approach, in which a broad theory is posited, and this 
theory is then tested through research to arrive at a specific conclusion. In this sense, 
quantitative research generally tends to verify or disprove pre-existing theories (Black 1999). 
Qualitative research, on the other hand, is considered a more inductive, or ‘bottom up’ method 
of exploration. It seeks to examine phenomena and from this examination, a theory is produced. 
Qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or 
interpret, phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them (Denzin and Lincoln 
1994). Thus, in contrast to the former, qualitative research tends to generate theories from the 
data, rather than using data to test theories.  
The nature of the data collected also differs between the two research approaches. Quantitative 
research tends to focus more on quantities, or numbers, and using these figures for statistical 
analyses. The data collected can often be broad in range, but shallow in depth (Gray 2014). 
Such data is often analysed using standardised methods such as statistical packages, often 
portrayed as ‘reliable and rigorous’ (Gray 2014, p.192). Whereas, as Punch (1998, p.4) 
succinctly puts it, ‘qualitative research is empirical research where the data are not in the form 




set that is typically narrower than its counterpart, but much more rich and deep in nature, and 
the data itself is more sensitive to individual variation (Dörnyei 2007). 
The different nature of the data collected highlights another distinction between the two 
research approaches, which is the scope of their findings. Macleod (2019) summarises that 
quantitative research, with its focus on numerical data, generally aims to produce findings that 
are measurable, replicable, and thus, can be used to make broad generalisations which can 
apply even in different research fields. Qualitative research, in contrast, tends to generate a 
richer set of data that allows a deeper examination of and understanding of a particular 
phenomenon, but the insights gained may not be as broadly applicable to other contexts 
(Macleod 2019). 
A final distinction is the role played by the researcher in the research process. In quantitative 
research, the researcher is generally separated from the research instruments and maintains a 
distance from the research subjects in order to avoid interference and ensure validity of the data 
and subsequent findings. In the case of an online survey, for example, the researcher may never 
meet or know the identities of any of the potentially thousands of respondents (Macleod 2019). 
In qualitative research, however, the researcher is generally closer to the participants, has more 
communication with them, and may even become a member of the particular group or 
community under study, to facilitate the collection of data which will allow ‘a deep, intense, 
and holistic overview of the context under study’ (Gray 2014, p.160), although this did not 
happen in the current study as survey respondents remained anonymous, and the researcher 
met with case study participants only once, to explain the nature of the case study and to gather 
information needed to deliver the online form to the participants. 
These are some of the typical differences between quantitative and qualitative research. 
However, as Punch (1998) points out, highlighting such typical differences is itself a 
generalisation and these distinctions are not set in stone. Some quantitative research does 
attempt to generate theories from analysis of the data, and many qualitative studies take a 
deductive approach, beginning with a theory that will be tested through analysis of data. 
Moreover, in many cases, the perceived shortcomings of either quantitative or qualitative 





3.1.2 Mixed methods and triangulation 
Although the previous section highlighted some of the key differences between quantitative 
and qualitative research, the two approaches are often used in tandem as their different 
characteristics used in combination can complement and strengthen the research. Moreover, as 
Gray (2014) points out, researchers should not limit themselves to one approach or the other, 
but should simply ask research questions in a way that will lead to the greatest understanding.  
Newman, Benz, and Ridenour (1998) suggest that if viewed as a scale with qualitative and 
quantitate approaches at either end, a mixed method approach is situated in the centre of the 
scale. In this position, it is well-positioned to draw from the strengths of both approaches and 
produce a well-balanced piece of research, and ‘there is no reason for researchers to be 
constrained to either one of the traditional, though largely arbitrary, paradigms when they can 
have the best from both’ (Reichardt and Cook 1979, pp. 18-19). Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and 
Turner (2007) collected definitions of mixed methods approach from leading academics, and 
some are listed here: 
 
Mixed methods research is a research design (or methodology) in which the researcher collects, 
analyzes, and mixes (integrates or connects) both quantitative and qualitative data in a single study 
or a multiphase program of inquiry. (John Creswell, p. 119) 
Mixed methods research is a systematic integration of quantitative and qualitative methods in a 
single study for purposes of obtaining a fuller picture and deeper understanding of a phenomenon. 
(Huey Chen, p.119). 
Mixed methods research refers to the use of data collection methods that collect both quantitative 
and qualitative data. Mixed methods research acknowledges that all methods have inherent biases 
and weaknesses; that using a mixed method approach increases the likelihood that the sum of the 
data collected will be richer, more meaningful, and ultimately more useful in answering the 
research questions. (Hallie Preskill, p. 121). 
      (all cited in Johnson et al. 2007, pp.119-121) 
 
While there are some variations in the content, most contain similar core ideas of using both 
qualitative and quantitative methods in order to more fully explore a research question, and to 
maximise the benefits of multiple approaches to research. Cresswell and Plano Clark (2011) 




quantitative approaches in isolation, and this strength is described as ‘hybrid vigour’ by Miles 
and Huberman (1994, p.310). 
The merits of the mixed method approach have long been understood, before the term itself 
became fixed in academic lexicon.  An early term used to describe the process of evaluation 
from multiple perspectives was ‘multiple operationalism’ (Campbell and Fiske 1959), who 
suggested that using more than one method as part of a validation process ensures that the 
explained variance is the result of the underlying phenomenon. This multiple operationalism 
has more recently been termed ‘triangulation’. 
The term ‘triangulation’ is credited to Webb, Campbell, Schwartz, and Sechrest, who described 
it thus: 
Once a proposition has been confirmed by two or more independent measurement processes, the 
uncertainty of its interpretation is greatly reduced. The most persuasive evidence comes through a 
triangulation of measurement processes. If a proposition can survive the onslaught of a series of 
imperfect measures, with all their irrelevant error, confidence should be placed in it. 
      (Webb et. al, 1966, p.3) 
 
A later definition of triangulation comes from Denzin (1978, p.291), who described it as ‘the 
combination of methodologies in the study of the same phenomenon’, and a more recent 
description from Patton (1999) defining triangulation as the use of multiple methods or data 
sources in qualitative research to develop a comprehensive understanding of phenomena. 
Patton identified four types of triangulation: (a) method triangulation, (b) investigator 
triangulation, (c) theory triangulation, and (d) data source triangulation. Method triangulation 
defined as involving the use of multiple methods of data collection about the same phenomenon 
(Polit and Beck, 2012), is the most applicable to this study. 
 
3.1.3 Validity of the study 
‘Validity means that an instrument must measure what it was intended to measure’ (Gray 2014, 
p.388). When designing the measurement tools for this study, it was important for the 
researcher to be aware of the potential for bias in this study. Data collection occurred in three 
ways; a survey, a case study, and a group interview. Factors at each stage can threaten the 




highlight the efforts made regarding the design or research of the instruments to ensure that the 
various factors which might undermine the research were controlled. 
In the first stage of the present research study, the survey relied on self-assessed reporting of 
behaviour, which could render the data vulnerable to biases such as response bias or social 
desirability bias. As Rosenman et al. note, there are numerous reasons why individuals might 
offer biased estimates of self-assessed behaviour, ranging from a misunderstanding of what a 
proper measurement is to social desirability bias, ‘where the respondent wants to ‘look good’ 
in the survey, even if the survey is anonymous’ (2011, p.320). Research suggests these biases 
are prevalent in studies into internet usage, as online behaviour becomes increasingly 
fragmented and scattered across situations, devices, and platforms, posing a challenge for the 
accuracy of self-reports (de Vreese and Neijens 2016). Studies by Junco (2013) and Scharkow 
(2016) highlight the same issue in relation to self-assessing time spent on social networking 
platforms. 
Choi and Pak (2005) identified numerous ways in which a survey might be biased, and 
organised them into three categories; Question Design, Questionnaire Design, and 
Administration of Questionnaire. To mitigate against potential biases related to question 
design, such as ambiguous questions, leading questions, or inconsistencies in measuring scale, 
in the present study the researcher piloted the study with a group of postgraduate researchers 
and refined the survey based on their feedback. Different measurement scales were kept to a 
minimum, and the survey was designed to move from behavioural to perceptual questions, 
rather than switching between the two. 
Potential problems with questionnaire design include the overall length, the formatting, and the 
potential for skipped questions (Choi and Pak 2005). As the survey was constructed and 
distributed online, the researcher was able to make a common formatting across the survey, 
and used the ‘mandatory question’ function to ensure that no questions were left unanswered. 
The issue of survey length was addressed by designing the survey to include only closed 
multiple-choice questions, which could be completed quite quickly. 
Biases in the administration of the questionnaire include end aversion (a desire to answer 
neutrally, or in the middle of a scale of answers) and positive skew (a desire to answer 
positively) (Choi and Pak 2005). Some of the steps taken to address these concerns included 
removing the neutral ‘neither agree nor disagree’ answer choice from perceptual questions, and 




Csizér 2012), whereby different question items repeatedly investigated a particular 
phenomenon at different points during the survey. 
Similar to the survey, the case study data was collected through the participants reporting their 
self-assessed smartphone usage. As a result, similar steps were necessary to mitigate against 
potential problems. To make the form easier to complete, it was again designed with only 
closed-type multiple choice questions, and, as with the survey, the structure moved from 
behavioural to perceptual questions.   
The case study also presented some additional concerns not present in the survey. One such 
concern was that the very act of completing the form at regular intervals would constitute an 
intervention of sorts, and this intervention may result in ‘response-shift bias’ (Howard 1980), 
which could change the respondents’ understanding or awareness of their smartphone-
mediated language use, and consequently, their estimation of their level of functioning with 
respect to the concept might change at each measuring point (Sprangers and Hoogstraten 1989). 
The researcher took steps to address this concern, which included the phrasing of the questions 
and meeting each participant individually. Araujo et al. (2017) recommend asking participants 
about a specific time period in the recent past, to reduce the cognitive load on respondents, and 
brings more accurate responses. With this in mind, all the questions asked the participants to 
report on their smartphone use for the period of the previous 24 hours. The fact that the case 
study form was completed every second day also helped to ensure accuracy of the data 
collected. Regular completion of self-assessment tools, such as diaries, has been shown to 
produce more accurate data when measuring media use (Anderson et al. 1985).  
As it was not possible to mitigate entirely against the previously-mentioned response-shift bias 
(Howard 1980), the researcher took care to word each question as clearly as possible, 
presenting the participant with what was effectively a straightforward Yes or No question 
regarding different smartphone-related behaviours, which are considered less susceptible to 
response-shift bias (Sprangers and Hoogstraten 1989). Finally, when meeting with the 
participants, the researcher explained each question clearly and asked that they simply report 
their behaviours are accurately as possible. Nevertheless, it was later revealed in the group data 
that the act of completing the case study report had caused the learners to become more aware 
of their actual encounters with and engagement with second languages on their smartphones. 




more accurate understanding of their actual behaviours on their smartphones, and the issue of 
raising awareness on learning behaviours is discussed in Chapter 5. 
The final stage of the data collection was a group interview of the case study participants. As 
Oppenheim (1992) highlights, bias in interviews can occur in a number of different ways, 
including departing from the interviewing instructions, poor phrasing of questions, careless 
prompting, and biased probing. Interviews must be carefully designed and conducted to avoid 
these pitfalls. Arksey and Knight (1999) offered a list of interview techniques that strengthen 
validity, including; building rapport and allowing interviewees to express themselves; careful 
prompting and probing to expand on initial responses, allowing sufficient length for an in-depth 
exploration of topics, and a carefully constructed interview schedule which, if possible, refers 
to previous contributions from interviewees. 
For this study, the interview was designed with the recommendations of Arksey and Knight in 
mind. The interview schedule was constructed in advance, and numerous questions referred to 
the case study data already collected from the interviewees. Similarly, other questions 
expanded upon questions from the survey, which had been distributed to all language learning 
students at the University of Limerick. This allowed the interviewer to tailor the questions 
specifically to the interviewees, which helped to build a positive and personal rapport. At one 
hour long, the interviewer had time to probe various responses and allow the interviewees to 
express themselves at length. 
The interview itself was conducted by a neutral gatekeeper, who was a member of the academic 
staff at the University of Limerick, and who was experienced in qualitative research methods. 
The researcher met with the gatekeeper prior to the interview to explain the nature of the study, 
the aims of the interview, and to discuss the interview itself, which contained a schedule of 
questions and related follow-up questions. This meeting with the gatekeeper, and explicit 
interview schedule, made the interview less vulnerable to a departure from interviewing 
instructions mentioned above. 
The use of a neutral gatekeeper also mitigated against other potential biases Oppenheim (1992) 
had listed, such as careless or biased prompting or probing. While the gatekeeper was aware of 
the aims of the study and the nature of the data collected up to that point, they were not invested 
in discovering any particular motivations, attitudes, or behaviours, and this allowed the 




of designing and conducting interviews are revisited in Section 3.3.3 when the group interview 
itself is described. 
To conclude this section, it is clear that in each of the research stages, the possibility of bias 
exists, and the previous paragraphs have detailed the various steps taken to address the issues 
which might compromise the data collection process. No research instrument is without flaws, 
but it is believed that through the mixed method approach described, which harnesses the 
qualities of both qualitative and quantitative research, a balanced and valid approach to the data 
collection process has been achieved.  As concluded by Webb et al., (1966, p.3), if steps are 
taken to minimise the potential for error of each instrument, then ‘if a proposition can survive 
the onslaught of a series of imperfect measures, with all their irrelevant error, confidence 
should be placed in it.’ 
 
3.2 Analytical framework 
For the interview, various analytical frameworks were evaluated in order to elects the most 
appropriate framework. As a survey and case study had already been conducted, patterns had 
already begun to become recognisable from the data, and the interview served as a means of, 
firstly, triangulating, and secondly, exploring in more detail, these emerging themes. In the 
context of this study, ‘a theme’ is something important about the data in the context of research 
questions and ‘represents some level of patterned response of meaning within the data set’ 
(Braun and Clark 2012, p.82). Three of the likely frameworks were grounded theory, 
phenomenology, and thematic analysis, as each of these frameworks facilitates the 
identification of themes from a data set. Section 3.2.1 will explain the selection of thematic 
analysis as the analytical framework, and section 3.2.2 will explore the pitfalls and merits of 
thematic analysis to demonstrate its research validity. 
 
3.2.1 Selecting the analytical framework 
Thematic  analysis  is  the  process  of  identifying , analysing, and reporting patterns  or  themes  
within  qualitative  data (Braun and Clarke 2006). It is ‘a rigorous, yet inductive set of 
procedures designed to identify and examine themes from textual data in a way that is 
transparent and credible’ (Guest et al. 2011, p.15). These procedures are described by Braun 




generating initial codes; 3) searching for themes; 4) reviewing themes; 5) defining and naming 
themes; 6) producing the report. As Braun and Clarke (2006) highlight, this is a recursive rather 
than linear process, in which codes, themes, and theories might be revisited, amalgamated, or 
discarded.  
Similar to thematic analysis, grounded theory is another framework that analyses data in a 
systematic and evolving, recursive manner (Strauss and Corbin 1998). Grounded theory is 
theoretically-bounded, in that it aims to ‘discover or generate a theory’ (Glaser and Strauss 
1967, p.47), whereas thematic analysis is a flexible framework that ‘can be used with most, if 
not all, qualitative methods’ (Boyatzis 1998, p.4). While the primary purpose of grounded 
theory is to develop and verify models or theories through the identification of analytical 
categories and relationships between phenomena (Ritchie and Lewis 2003), the output of a 
thematic analysis may not necessarily be a theoretical model. That is not to say that thematic 
analysis is not used to develop theories, rather that its primary aim is to describe how people 
feel, think, and behave within a particular context that is relevant to the research questions 
(Guest et al. 2011). 
Phenomenology is a similar framework that aims to describe and understand the meanings and 
features of actions and experiences through examination of individual lived experiences 
(Sokolowski 2000). One aspect of phenomenology that was relevant to this study was the focus 
on ‘the  way  things  appear  in  conscious  experience [even though this] may be very different 
from the  way  things  actually  are    in  reality’ (Gallagher 2012, p.8), because in this study, it 
was hypothesised that there might be differences between the participants’ perceptions of 
smartphones and their actual use of them, which would be revealed in the case study. However, 
phenomenology is limited in its focus to the human experience, and does not extend into the 
concretisation of its findings.  In contrast, thematic analysis can be used to examine individual 
experience within the context of a specific field or topic of interest. As this study aimed to 
identify not only the individual experiences and perceptions of language learners, but to 
examine these in combination with data from other research steps and other learners and 
identify patterns of behaviours and attitudes, the framework chosen needed to be flexible and 
accessible to a mixed methods approach. Thus, thematic analysis was considered the most 





3.2.2 Central concepts of thematic analysis 
While Holloway and Todres (2003) suggest thematic analysis is only a method of data analysis, 
rather than being a full approach to conducting qualitative research, Braun and Clarke (2012) 
argue that this is a strength rather than a weakness, as it ensures the approach is theoretically 
flexible and accessible. This flexibility means it can be used with a number of different 
frameworks. Examining the 18 different approaches to qualitative research identified by Miller 
and Crabtree (1992), Boyatzis (1998) argues that its epistemological neutrality means thematic 
analysis can be used in conjunction with any of them to process, analyse, and interpret 
information.  
Braun and Clarke (2006) identify two central aspects to conducting thematic analysis, relating 
to the approach taken to coding, and the depth of the coding process.  Firstly, thematic analysis 
can be undertaken in either an inductive (bottom-up) or a deductive (top-down) approach. The 
former is more grounded in the data itself, with the researcher coding data without trying 
referencing the research questions, or, indeed, applying any existing knowledge or perceptions. 
The latter approach, in contrast, is deductive in that it is driven by the researcher’s theoretical 
interest in, and research questions about, the particular phenomenon. Since the researcher in 
this study had a clear set of research questions in mind, and an existing data set to align 
interview data with, a deductive approach was used to analyse the interview data. 
Secondly, a choice must be made about the ‘level’ at which the researcher decides to identify 
themes.  These can be at either a semantic or latent level (Braun and Clarke 2006). With a 
semantic approach, the researcher is looking for themes that emerge explicitly, at surface level. 
With a latent approach, however, the researcher moves beyond the surface meaning of the data, 
and examines the ‘underlying ideas, assumptions, and conceptualisations’ that shape the 
semantic content of the data (Braun and Clarke 2006, p. 13). As this study aims to identify the 
underlying perceptions which learners hold of their smartphones which shape their use of the 
devices, a latent approach to identifying themes seemed appropriate. 
As with any research method, the potential for error exists, and the criticisms of thematic 
analysis echo the general criticisms of qualitative analysis. Braun and Clarke (2006) have 
identified a number of potential pitfalls when employing thematic analysis, and suggested how 
these mistakes be avoided. One potential mistake they highlight is that the researcher may 




organically, and they caution that researchers must ensure that they scrupulously identify, 
analyse, and organise patterns and themes from across the data set. 
They also highlight the need for a thorough analysis to avoid themes that are incomplete, 
incoherent or inconsistent. To avoid this, the researcher must ensure their analysis captures the 
majority of the data, provides a rich and detailed description of the context from which the 
themes have emerged, and supported their analysis with sufficient examples of extracts for 
each theme. Consistency and cohesion can be promoted by explicitly offering an 
epistemological position that can underpin the study’s empirical claims (Holloway and Todres 
2003). 
Another concern is the potential for mismatch between the data itself and the analytic claims 
the researcher makes from it, such as the claims not being supported by the data, or that the 
data extracts presented in support actually contradict the claims made, and it is clear the 
researcher has not objectively analysed the data. Braun and Clarke (2006) stress the importance 
of the researcher ensuring that their interpretations, claims, and conclusions are consistent with 
the data extracts and are explained thoroughly to avoid suspicion. 
The rich and detailed description mentioned in the previous paragraphs can also be described 
as a ‘thick description’ (Lincoln and Guba 1985, p.147). In contrast to thin description, which 
is a superficial account, thick description refers to a detailed account of fieldwork and data in 
which the researcher makes explicit the patterns of cultural and social relationships, situates 
them in context, and ‘explore[s] the underlying meanings of cultural members’ (Holloway 
1997, p.154). This movement towards underlying meanings is echoed by Ponterotto (2006, 
p.541), who notes that thick description ‘speaks to context and meaning as well as interpreting 
participant intentions in their behaviors and actions.’ Through this manner of description, a 
phenomenon can be described in sufficient detail that it becomes possible to generalise the 
findings in relation to other people, allowing the researcher to achieve a form of external 
validity (Lincoln and Guba 1985). By collecting and analysing data in this manner, this 
researcher also aims to be able to interpret the underlying meanings and intentions that exist, 





3.2.3 Thematic analysis within language education research 
To further justify the selection of thematic analysis as a valid research method for this study, it 
is important to highlight some studies which demonstrate that thematic analysis has a history 
of use as a research method in the field of linguistics and language learning, and in a variety of 
sub-fields. 
 Thematic analysis has been employed to investigate teacher attitudes to aspects of education.  
Zappa-Hollman  (2007) explored Argentinean EFL teachers’ attitudes towards policy changes 
brought about by changes in Argentinean federal education laws. They distributed semi-
structures questionnaires to more than 30 teachers, and their thematic analysis indicated 
dissatisfaction among teachers with the lack of training and subsequent discipline problems 
that resulted from the policy changes. Pettit (2011) used the method to conduct a meta-analysis 
of teachers’ beliefs on English language learners, taking relevant articles from journals such as 
TESOL Quarterly, and using the resulting themes to highlight the need for professional 
development for teachers. Bai, Millwater, and Hudson (2012) interviewed Chinese English 
Language Teaching (ELT) staff at an institution in China, employed thematic analysis to 
uncover their attitudes towards research in their academic culture, reporting that their 
motivations for research were primarily driven by career advancement rather than a search for 
knowledge. Finally, Tran, Burns, and Ollerhead (2017) used the inductive thematic analysis 
approach to investigate ELT lecturers' experiences of a new research policy and its impact on 
their academic identities and emotions. They conducted interviews with 24 academic staff at a 
Viennese university, and identified four types of responses to the policy: the enthusiastic 
accommodators, the pressured supporters, a losing heart follower, and the discontented 
performers. 
Thematic analysis has also been used to examine learner attitudes to aspects of their own 
education. Parboteeah and Anwar (2009) use the approach to explore how Indian students 
responded to different kinds of feedback about their written assignments, reporting that the 
learners tended to find the feedback less beneficial than their tutors had envisaged. Abdenia 
and Izadenia (2012) examined the impact of a reading module on students’ critical literacy at 
a university in Iran, thematically analysing 126 reflective journal entries from 27 students and 
reporting that the learners’ heightened critical awareness was reflected in how they captured 
the complexity of issues both through contextualizing them and reconsidering their own 




the factors that influence students’ satisfaction on college science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics (STEM) subject areas, collecting and analysing data from a course rating website. 
They reported that the characteristics of the teacher, in terms of teaching style, knowledge, and 
preparation, as well as the student workload, were the main factors involved.  
Finally, thematic analysis has been used in different research contexts to examine perceptions 
of technology. Money et.al (2008) employed the approach to explore how older people engaged 
with online forms, while Brown and Stockman (2013) thematically analysed  data collected 
regarding the use of technology in families with primary school children  and its impact on 
family dynamics. Within the educational context, thematic analysis was used by Wood et al. 
(2008) when examining the concerns held by educators about the integration of technology into 
younger educational environments, with the emergent themes including concerns over the 
threats computers pose to the social development of very young children. Price and Kirkwood 
(2014)  use the method to explore educational practices with technology in higher education, 
reporting that staff were more likely to develop practices based on advice of colleagues than 
on published research, and  Swart (2017) used thematic analysis to gain student perspective on 
the role of technology in their development of critical thinking skills,  revealing that the 
participants were positively disposed towards technology-enhanced learning when used for this 
purpose.  
These studies show that thematic analysis is commonly used as an analysing framework for 
research which investigates the attitudes or perceptions of actors involved in second language 
teaching and learning. As this PhD project also examines that attitudes and perceptions of 
language learners towards their smartphones as potential language learning tools, thematic 
analysis was considered an appropriate method for the qualitative data analysis. 
 
3.3 Research instruments and rationale 
In this study, the instruments of research comprised a survey, a case study, and a group 
interview. Firstly, a pilot survey was distributed to small number of UL postgraduate students 
for feedback and subsequent refinement. Upon receiving clearance from the University of 
Limerick’s Ethics Committee (discussed in Section 3.6),  the finalised survey was distributed 
to UL students studying a language, which was followed by a short case study of a smaller 
group of language-learners, who were invited to participate through emails sent by UL 




interview. Beginning with the survey, this section provides an in-depth explanation of the 
rationale and design of the three stages of the main study. A graphic of the stages of research 
is included in Figure 3.2. 
 
Figure 3.2: Stages of data collection 
 
3.3.1 Survey 
For numerous reasons, surveys are one of the most commonly used research instruments in 
many disciplines (Gray 2014). They are relatively easy to conduct and are an efficient 
instrument for quickly gathering large amounts of data from large numbers of people. 
Moreover, surveys lend themselves to a form of quantitative data analysis that is considered 
valid and objective (Wagner 2010), and it may be considered to be ‘sterile and unimaginative 
Group interview
The group interview followed a schedule informed by both the survey and case study 
data. 
Case Study
The case study was conducted to collect data from all 20 participants and used to inform 
the design of the group interview questions.
Main survey
The main survey was conducted to collect data and to inform the design and focus of the 
research instruments in the subsequent stages of data collection.
Pilot survey
The pilot survey was conducted to examine the validity of the survey questions and 




but well suited to providing certain types of factual descriptive information – the hard evidence’ 
(de Vaus 2014, p.6). 
According to Dörnyei (2007), surveys can be used to collect three main types of data. These 
are factual questions, which simply glean relevant facts from the respondents, behavioural 
questions, which investigate the respondents past and present behaviours, and attitudinal 
questions, which explore the participants’ attitudes, beliefs, and values (Dörnyei 2007). As this 
researcher aimed to investigate both language learners’ existing behaviours in smartphone-
mediated language learning and the learners’ attitudes to and beliefs about the devices 
themselves, a survey was selected as an instrument of research.  
Like any instrument of research, surveys ‘do not emerge fully-fledged; they have to be created 
or adapted, fashioned and developed to maturity’ (Oppenheimer 1992, p.47). The design of the 
survey was informed by Gray (2014, p.237), who highlighted the merits of descriptive surveys 
in identifying the ‘scale and nature’ of the phenomenon being explored. Similarly, the five-
stage process suggested by Czaja and Blair (2005) was helpful in relation to construct validity, 
particularly in ensuring that the design of the survey questions appropriately reflected the aims 
of the study and the research questions, and that the survey moved smoothly from behavioural 
question items on to items related to perception.  
De Vaus (2014) identifies various pitfalls with the survey method that researchers must be 
careful to avoid. Some of these concerns, such as sampling error, were avoided by targeting 
the respondents directly, after identifying an appropriate ‘sampling frame’ (Gray 2014, p.243), 
which comprised University of Limerick modules that involved language study. The dangers 
of non-response to certain items was eliminated by selecting the option of making every 
question mandatory on the Google Form. Issues of social desirability bias were mitigated firstly 
by anonymising the survey form itself, and indeed, Moorman and Podsakoff (1992) report that 
completing a survey electronically rather than in person or on paper results in responses that 
are more candid and thus reduces the threat of social desirability bias. A further criticism of 
the survey method is that descriptive surveys are often inductive and absent of theory (Gray 
2014). However, de Vaus (2014) argues that good description should the basis for sound theory, 





3.3.1.1 The Pilot Survey 
Prior to distributing the main survey, it was important to ensure that the survey ‘will “work” 
with our population and yield the data we require’ (Oppenheim 1992, p.47), and thus a pilot 
survey (See Appendix A) was distributed to a pilot group in March 2017. This pilot group was 
comprised of postgraduate students in the department of Modern Languages and Applied 
Linguistics (MLAL) at UL. This group was considered suitable as they were all experienced 
students familiar with various research approaches. The pilot survey was completed by 11 
postgraduate students, who also emailed this researcher with their comments on the experience 
of completing the survey. 
The pilot survey started with two elimination questions, with respondents being asked their age 
and being eliminated if they were under the age of 18, or if they did not own a smartphone. In 
the pilot study, all 11 respondents progressed to the next stage. The next stage of the survey 
had 15 questions, all of which were closed questions, to make completion of the survey more 
likely. The first section of the survey investigated their ownership of other devices in addition 
to their smartphone, and the amount of time they spent on each of their devices.  
The second section examined their social media presence, asking how many different social 
media platforms they used, which devices they typically used to access those platforms, and 
how long they spent on each platform. The third section focused on dedicated Language 
Learning Apps (LLA) on their smartphones, asking first how many LLA they had on their 
smartphones, and secondly, how regularly they used their LLA. The fourth section examined 
specific language-related activities on their smartphones, on social media, and general language 
learning activities. 
While the first four sections dealt mainly with their devices and their behaviours on and uses 
of those devices for language learning, the final section of the survey examined the participants’ 
beliefs and perceptions with regard to smartphone-mediated language learning. Rather than 
answering how often they behaved a particular way, or which device they preferred to use in a 
particular learning situation, respondents were asked to choose the extent to they agreed with 
a particular statement about their attitude towards a particular device or particular social media 
platform.  
Based on the feedback from the pilot group, various adjustments were made to refine the survey 
for distribution. One change involved including the words ‘On average’ at the start of Q4. This 




device heavily on one day and not at all on another, so asking for an average might be more 
user-friendly. Similarly, based on a comment from another respondent, the wording in Q7 was 
changed to put the focus on social media use first, and then ask about regularity of use for each 
device. 
Another adjustment involved changing some of the social media platforms listed in Q5, with 
Reddit being removed as none of the 11 respondents had an account. Also, the order of the 
listing was revised in line with the responses received, with Tumblr moving down the list and 
WhatsApp and Snapchat moving up the list. 
Taking those criticisms into account, the participants reported overall that the survey was clear, 
and that the expected completion time matched closely with the time it actually took for them 
to finish the survey. Upon completion of the necessary revisions, the survey was considered to 
be finalised, and ready for distribution at the start of the new academic year  
 
3.3.1.2 The Main Survey 
 The main survey (See Appendix B) was, for the most part, similar to the pilot group survey, 
with the revisions already mentioned. It comprised 17 closed questions, in which participants 
were not required to do anything other than click the appropriate answer choice box. The survey 
started with two elimination questions, with respondents being asked their age and being 
eliminated if they were 17 or younger (Q1). They were also asked about phone ownership, and 
were eliminated if they did not own a smartphone (Q2). In the survey, 84 out of 85 respondents 
progressed to the next stage, with one respondent being eliminated as they were 17 years of 
age or younger. 
The next stage of the survey had 15 questions. Q1 asked whether they were a native speaker of 
English or not, and Q2-Q4 investigated their smartphone’s operating system, their ownership 
of or access to other devices, and they amount of time they spent on each of their devices.  
Q5-Q7 examined their social media presence, asking how many different social media 
platforms they used, which devices they typically use to access those platforms, and how long 
they spent on those platforms. Q8 was a standalone question about which device they were 
likely to use in a range of language learning situations, while Q9-Q10 focused dedicated 
Language Learning Apps (LLA) on their smartphones, asking first how many LLA they had 




the regularity of specific language-related activities on their smartphones (Q11), social media 
(Q12), and general language learning activities (Q13). 
While Questions 1 to 13 dealt mainly with the participants’ access to and behaviours on their 
devices, from Q14, the focus of the survey shifted to an examination of the participants learning 
attitudes, preferences, and perceptions with regard to smartphone-mediated language learning. 
Rather than selecting an answer choice such as ‘Once a week’, respondents needed to decide 
to what extent they agreed with a particular statement about their use of or attitude towards a 
particular device or  particular social media platform, or their behaviour in a particular 
language-learning situation. 
Q14 asked the respondents to complete a list of sentences by selecting the most appropriate 
device for their learning behaviours or attitudes in each case. For example, ‘Most of my 
exposure to other languages comes from my…’, and ‘I feel most focused for study when I use 
my…’). Q15-17 asked the respondents to decide how strongly they agreed with statements 
about their behaviour on and perceptions of their smartphones (Q15), their social media 
platforms (Q16) and their general language learning behaviours and perceptions (Q17). 
Example statements include ‘My SP [smartphone] is central to my language study’ (Q15); SM 
[social media] motivates me to study language’ (q16); and ‘SL (second language) study is 
something I do alone’ (Q17). 
 
3.3.2 Case Study 
As already mentioned, surveys offer various advantages for data collection, but also have 
limitations as a research method. In contrast to surveys, which generally collect data on a 
limited range of topics but from a large number of people, case studies can ‘explore many 
themes and subjects, but from a much more focused group of people’ (Gray 2014, p.266). To 
ensure that the wide range of data collected by the initial survey was accompanied by a layer 
of richer data, a case study was employed as the second step in the research process. 
A widely cited definition of case study comes from Yin (2009, p.18), who defines the case 
study as an ‘empirical enquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-
life context.’ Case studies generally aim not to collect a broad range of data, but rather to 
intensively investigate a single case or a small number of cases in their naturalistic contexts 




highlights that these contexts provide rich information that aid researchers in developing a 
theoretical explanation of the phenomenon in question. This intense investigation of a 
phenomenon within its natural context allows researchers to capture the actual meanings and 
interpretations that actors ascribe to the phenomenon under study (Johnson 2006). 
A case might be an individual, an organisation, a community, or a nation (Punch 2005). This 
broad spectrum of applications, combined with the flexibility and ease of use of case studies 
(Teegavarapu  2008) means the case study method is employed across a range of disciplines, 
with Taylor, Dossick and Garvin (2010) documenting its use in health service research, 
political science, architecture, and business management, among others. 
Case studies come in various forms, and fulfil various roles, with Yin (2009) identifying four 
main types of case study design, comprising single- or multiple-case studies, each of which be 
holistic or embedded in terms of their units of analysis. Another categorisation is offered by 
Stake (2005), who describes three main types: intrinsic (focusing on a particular case), 
instrumental (providing insight into a particular issue), and multiple (combining a number of 
cases to jointly investigate a particular phenomenon). Case studies can be used as the only 
research instrument, or in conjunction with other instruments (Gray 2104), as was the case in 
this research project, in which the case study method was combined with a survey and a group 
interview, to ensure a variety of data was collected. As Stake (2000) notes, case studies can be 
invaluable in adding to the existing understanding of a phenomenon, and can increase 
conviction about a subject. 
 There are various criticisms of case studies as a research method. Yin (2017), in his seminal 
text Case Study Research: Designs and Methods, describes and also offers a strong rebuttal of 
these criticisms. One such criticism, which Yin describes as the greatest concern (p.14) is the 
apparent lack of rigour in case study research. However, Yin identifies this as a flaw of the case 
study investigator, rather than the tool itself, and offers as a possible reason the relatively fewer 
texts delineating case study methodology in comparison to other research methods.  
Another criticism is that case studies are often limited in participants to the extent that 
generalisation becomes difficult (Kennedy 1976). However, as Yin notes, it is possible to 
overcome this with multiple case studies which will allow the research to expand and generalise 
their theoretical propositions. Moreover, Tsang (2013) suggests that as case studies generally 
provide more such contextual information than quantitative methods, the former are superior 




(1989) suggests that for multiple case studies, between 4 and 10 cases are sufficient to ensure 
external validity. In this research project, 20 students were recruited to participate in the case 
study, which, in combination with the initial survey and follow-up group interview, provided 
validity to the researcher’s theoretical propositions. 
A third criticism is simply that case studies take too long and produce too much data, and data 
that is quite unwieldy (Feagin, Orum and Sjoberg 1991; Gray 2014). Yin replies that such 
criticism often results from confusing case studies with other research methods such as lengthy 
ethnography or weighty participant-observation. As Yin notes, case studies need not last a long 
time and technology such as the internet means the traditional lengthy narrative can be avoided. 
For this research project, the issue of case study length was ameliorated by the large number 
of participants, and the use of the internet and Google Forms allowed the data to be collected 
in a manner that was more efficient and made analysis more manageable. 
Case studies have long been used in the field of language learning and CALL. An early example 
comes from Hakuhata (1976), who documented the progress of a single Japanese student 
learning English over an extended period. Sparks and Ganschow (1993) used the approach to 
examine how language learners’ problems in their first language might affect their acquisition 
of a second language. Nabei and Swain (2002) used the case study method to examine learner 
awareness of recasts in classroom interaction, collecting data through a combination of 
interviews and questionnaires.  
 In recent years, case studies continue to be used for technology-mediated language learning. 
Yang and Chen (2007) used the method to identify the perceptions of 44 senior high school 
students regarding language learning in a technology environment. Wangru (2016) had their 
participants at a Chinese university repeatedly fill in questionnaires to collect both quantitative 
and qualitative data to determine their attitudes towards CALL materials during a course. Gelan 
et al. (2018) used the approach to track the behaviour of individual language learners for their 
VITAL project (Visualisation Tools and Analytics to monitor Online Language Learning & 
Teaching) at four European universities.  
Specific to MALL, Wong and Looi (2009) used case studies to examine how mobile phones 
assisted learners with the creation of second language content. Gromik (2012) investigated the 
effectiveness of producing second language videos on their smartphones, with nine participants 
using the video recording feature on their devices to produce weekly video production, 




method to track the learning experience and performance of nine learners of Turkish on the 
Duolingo platform, with participants writing weekly reflections in a journal throughout the 
semester, employing thematic analysis to analyse the journal entries. Based on this review of 
the literature, this researcher believes that the use of case studies to document the participants’ 
use of and perceptions of smartphones for language learning purposes is in keeping with current 
research trends. 
In this research project, the case study consisted of the participants completing 7 identical 
reports on their smartphone-mediated language learning over a 14-day period. These reports, 
which were developed using Google Forms, were emailed to each participant every second 
day, at a time chosen by the participant during the initial meeting. The delivery and completion 
of the two sections of the case study form is explained in more detail in Figure 3.3.  
 
 
Figure 3.3 Flowchart of delivery and completion of the case study form 
Case Study 
delivery
•Gathered initial information about whether the participants had encountered second-
language content on their smartphones in the preceding 24 hours.
•If they answered 'No' to all initial questions, and thus had no second-language 
encounters to be explored in more detail, they simply clicked on 'Submit'.
•If they answered 'Yes' to any of the initial questions, they clicked on 'Continue' and 
progressed to the second section of the form.
Case Study 
Section 1
•This section contained more detailed questions about the nature, extent, and quality of 
the second-language encounters the participant had reported in Section 1 (such as 
whether the encounters had been primarily study-related or leisure-related, and how 
long their encounters had lasted). After answering these more detailed questions, the 
participants clicked on 'Submit'.
Case study 
Section 2
•The case study form was sent to the participants every second day for 14 days, resulting 





As shown in Figure 3.3, the case study form itself was divided into two sections (See Appendix 
C for the case study form). Section one had 5 questions and asked the participants about their 
smartphone-mediated language learning activity in the previous 24 hours. These activities are 
explained in Table 3.1. 
Table 3.1 Case Study Section 1 
  Yes I did No I didn’t 
Q1 Did you speak in a second language using your smartphone in the past 
24 hours? 
  
Q2 Did you read in a second language using your smartphone in the past 
24 hours? 
  
Q3 Did you watch or listen to content in a second language using your 
smartphone in the past 24 hours? 
  
Q4 Did you write/post in a second language using your smartphone in the 
past 24 hours? 
  
Q5 Did you use a language-learning app such as a dictionary app in the 
past 24 hours? 
  
 
Q6. If you answered 'Yes I did' to any of the above questions, please click on Continue. Otherwise, click on 
Submit. 
 
At the end of Section 1, the participants were asked whether they have responded positively to 
any of the questions 1-5. If they had done so, they clicked on ‘Continue’, and progressed to the 
second stage of the case study form, in which their language learning activity would be 
investigated in more detail.  In the event that the participants responded negatively to all 5 
questions in Section 1, they simply clicked on ‘Submit’ and did not progress to Section 2, as 
there was no smartphone-mediated language learning activity to examine further. Of 140 
possible case study responses, there were 133 actual responses, and from that number there 
were 103/133 (77%) occasions in which the participants continued to Section 2, and 30/133 
occasions (23%) on which they clicked ‘Submit’.  
Section 2 of the survey examined their aforementioned language-learning activity in more 
detail, investigating firstly the nature and length of that activity, and secondly, their perceptions 
of the levels of merit and enjoyment of that activity. Q6 asked them to list how they had 




my personal entertainment’, with participants able to choose multiple responses. Q7, another 
multiple-choice question, investigated these answers in more detail, with students selecting 
different ways they had encountered their second language. Examples of these ways included 
‘While using a dictionary’, ‘reading social media content/posts’, and ‘While consuming 
second-language media content (such as news/entertainment websites)’. Q8 asked the 
participants how long in total these second-language encounters on their phone had lasted. 
Q9 to Q12 focused not only on behaviours, but also attitudes towards those behaviours, and 
asked the respondents to choose the most appropriate response to statements. Q9 asked whether 
the second-language activities were ‘mostly planned’ or ‘mostly unplanned’, while Q10 
determined whether they were ‘mostly part of study’ or ‘mostly part of leisure’. In Q13, 
participants whether their second-language encounters were ‘mostly enjoyable’ or ‘mostly 
unenjoyable’. Finally, Q14 asked if, in their second-language encounters, the participants 
mostly felt like they had learned something, of not felt like they learned anything.  
 
3.3.3 Group interview 
 As already discussed, surveys are a valid instrument of research, and valued for their efficiency 
in quickly collecting large amounts of data. However, the nature of data collected tends to be 
rather limited in depth, meaning that researchers ‘cannot explore complex meaning directly 
with this technique’ (Dörnyei 2007, p.170). Consequently, a case study was employed to add 
a layer of deeper, richer data, as described in Section 3.3.2. To accompany this layer of data, 
and allow such exploration of complex meaning, a group interview was conducted to allow 
collection of the kind of rich data that could further allow such understanding to be gained of 
the participants’ attitudes, preferences, and values regarding their smartphones as language 
learning tools. 
As Cohen et al. (2002) highlight, one of the various functions of interviews is that they can be 
used in conjunction with other research methods, such as surveys, to follow up and further 
explore issues or points of interest. This is repeated by Gray (2014), who highlights the 
importance of allowing a venue where respondents can expand upon their previous answers or 
contributions. Gray (2014, p.386) considers it vital when the aim of the interview, or the 




Fontana and Frey (2000) described the interview as one of the most powerful tools for gaining 
an understanding of human beings and exploring topics in depth. Interviews allow for 
spontaneity, flexibility, and responsiveness to individuals (Carter et al. 2014).  Russell et al. 
(2005) suggest that interviews, ranging from the structured and controlled to the unstructured 
and fluid, can elicit rich information about personal experiences and perspectives. The 
researcher believes this rich personal information serves as a valuable accompaniment to the 
quantitative data already collected. 
Group interviews are an ‘economical, fast, and efficient method of obtaining data from multiple 
participants’ (Doody, Slevin and Taggart 2013, p.18),  and ‘generate distinct data through 
group interaction and explore topics that may not be easy to explore in one-to-one interviews’ 
(ibid, p.18) but attention must be paid to the potential pitfalls of this method. As Frey and 
Fontana (1991) explain, group interviews involve a different dynamic than individual 
interviews, and interviewers need to be aware of potential personality clashes and an imbalance 
in speaking time,  as well as ensuring that participants are comfortable enough to share their 
opinions and experience. These potential pitfalls were mitigated against through the careful 
construction of an interview schedule and by having a neutral gatekeeper, who was an 
experienced researcher herself, conduct the group interview and mediate. As mentioned in 
Section 3.1.3, following the suggestions of Arksey and Knight (1999) the interview featured a 
number of  interview techniques that strengthened validity, including careful prompting and 
probing of initial responses, and allowing sufficient length for an in-depth exploration of topics. 
As well as potential concerns, Frey and Fontana (1991) also highlight the value  of multiple 
participants interacting with and responding to each other, which means that multiple 
perspectives will be gained on the topics under discussion in a way that does not occur with 
individual interviews. As suggested by Kitzinger and Farquhar (1999), the back-and-forth 
interactions between participants, far from being a weakness or indication of the shallow nature 
of data collected (Agar and McDonald 1995),  can serve to facilitate the emergence of new 
knowledge and data. Similarly, Ho (2006), in her evaluation of the effectiveness of group 
interviews in the field of English as a Second Language (ESL),  found no difference in the 
quality of data collected when compared with other methods, while concluding that group 
interviews are a viable research tool in the field of language education.  
In this study, the interview questions were designed based on examination of the data from the 




data. The interview questions were divided into four sections, and can be seen in Appendix D. 
The first section explored their experience of completing the case study self-report form, and 
whether, firstly, they had either been surprised by the answers they had submitted, and 
secondly, whether participating in the case study gave them a better awareness of their own 
learning preferences. 
The second section focused on the responses provided by the case study participants and the 
light those responses shed on their smartphone-mediated language learning behaviours, and 
probed further into relevant or interesting responses. For example, the data suggested that the 
participants were happy to consume second-language content on social media, but were much 
less likely to make second-language comments on social media, and this section aimed to 
identify the reasons behind this reticence. 
The third section moved from questions about specific data from the case study set towards 
more wide-ranging questions about their general behaviours and attitudes regarding language 
learning and how these might be mediated or changed by smartphones. As an example, they 
were asked to explain what ‘studying a second language’ mean to them, and a follow-up 
question explore the role their smartphone might play in the behaviours and attitudes they had 
explained. 
The final section of the survey focused on the questions or data from the initial survey, and 
asked them for their perspective on some of the most relevant or revealing findings from the 
data. For example, the survey asked if language learners see their smartphones and their social 
media profiles as an escape from study, and the interview participants were asked for their 
opinions on this.  
The interview itself was conducted by a neutral gatekeeper, and the researcher met with the 
gatekeeper prior to the interview to ensure that she was clear on the order of the questions and 
the follow-up questions to be probed when relevant, and at her request, the researcher was 
present during the interview to record it and to provide clarification of questions if necessary.  
 
3.4 Data collection 
This section details how data was collected at each stage of the research project. The first stage 
of the study was a survey of University of Limerick students. The second stage was a case 




which the case study participants were invited. All stages of data collection took place in the 
second half of 2017, prior to the arrival of Covid-19, and thus provide insight into the learners’ 
technological practices and preferences before the arrival of forced online learning. 
 
3.4.1 Main survey 
With the support of administrative staff in UL’s Department of Modern Languages and Applied 
Linguistics (MLAL), an email inviting participants to complete an anonymous survey was 
distributed to students in a large number of modules in April 2017. Two weeks later, in May 
2017, a second invitation was issued using the same email process.  The survey was developed 
through Google Forms, and between the two invitations, a total of 84 students completed the 
survey. The data was collected on Google Forms, and was also downloaded and stored as a 
Microsoft Excel document. 
The participants in the study were undergraduate students at the University of Limerick in 
Ireland, all of whom were at least 18 years of age and were studying at least one language as 
part of their degree courses at the university. While the nationality of the participants was never 
investigated, whether or not they were a native speaker of English was identified. Of the 84 
survey respondents 92.9% (n=76) identified as native English speakers, with 8 non-native 
English speakers. Of the 20 participants in the case study, 18 identified as native speakers of 
English only, with one participant identifying as a native speaker of both English and Tagalog 
(P16), and one identifying as a native speaker of Chinese (P14). Although all 20 case study 
participants were invited to the group interview, only seven attended, and these seven 
comprised six native English speakers and one who was a native speaker of both English and 
Tagalog.  
 
3.4.2 Case study 
Although the main survey invited respondents to take part in a subsequent case study, only one 
respondent expressed an interest in doing so by clicking on the respective answer choice, and 
that respondent did not respond to email communication from the researcher. Thus, it was 
necessary to formulate and send another invitation through MLAL administrative staff, which 




participate in the case study. Within a matter of days, the required number of participants (20) 
had been secured. Over the course of a week in early October 2017, the researcher met with 
each participant individually, explained the nature of the case study and how to complete the 
online report form, and had each student sign the consent form.  
The first day of the case study was October 18 2017 and the case study finished on November 
1 2017. Of a total of 140 possible completions of the case study (20 students each completing 
all 7 reports), participants completed it on 133 occasions. The data was initially collected 
through Google Forms, before being downloaded as Microsoft Excel sheets. 
Identical case forms were sent to each of the 20 participants, but to ensure that it was possible 
to link a particular response to a particular participant, the master copy of the case study form 
was duplicated 20 times, one for each participant, with Participant 1 receiving Case Study Form 
P1, Participant 2 receiving P2, and so on. As the participants completed their forms over the 
course of 14 days, rather than one master copy being filled up with 133 responses, the 20 
different but identical versions received a maximum of 7 responses each. These 20 different 
forms were later combined into one form by the researcher, while retaining 20 individual copies 
for individual analysis. 
 
3.4.3 Group interview 
Upon completion of the case study, all 20 participants were invited to a group interview to 
discuss their experience of the case study as we as some of the preliminary findings emerging 
from their data. This interview was held on November 23 2017, and in the interests of 
objectivity, the interview was not conducted by the researcher but by a neutral gatekeeper, a 
member of the academic staff in the MLAL department, although the researcher was present 
to ensure the interview was recorded successfully and to provide clarification of questions if 
necessary. The interview was then transcribed and anonymised for later analysis. 7 of the 20 
case study participants attended the interview, which lasted for one hour and four minutes, and 





3.5 Treatment of the data 
Each stage of the study produced data to be analysed. Both the survey and the case study 
generated data that was quantitative in nature, whereas the interview required a qualitative 
analysis. Both the survey and the case study contained questions with response choices (such 
as Likert scale-type response choices ranging from ‘Strongly agree’ to ‘Strongly disagree’) 
which meant that a large amount of the quantitative data collected was not parametric data and 
as a result, various software packages, such as SPSS, which are designed for analysis of 
parametric data, were not available. This section firstly describes how each data set was treated. 
  
3.5.1 Treatment of survey data 
The survey questions were designed to capture the base data needed to inform the design of the 
other research instruments, the case study report and later the group interview, as well as 
provide large amounts of data to be examined in contrast to the narrower but richer data from 
the case study and group interview. The survey was conducted on the docs.google.com 
platform, and the collected data was stored online on Google Drive as a Google Sheet, as well 
as being available for download in Microsoft Excel format. The raw data was used to construct 
graphs and tables to better display the data and also calculated the mean and median where 
relevant. A complete set of graphs of raw data is available in Appendix E.  
Some survey questions contained multiple items of data. Survey question 11, for example, 
required the respondents to select the most appropriate frequency for 10 different activities on 
smartphones. In such cases, the graphs were revised to include only  the data items relevant to 
a particular theme, such as the respondents’ use of language learning apps. Thus, the figures in 
Chapter 4 are edited graphs and tables rather than raw data. These themed data were then 
triangulated with data on the same theme from both the case study and group interview data to 
identify significant similarities and differences across the data sets. 
 
3.5.2 Treatment of case study data 
Similar to the survey data, the case study data collected was non-parametric in nature and 
comprised a total set of data which could be broken down into its 20 constituent parts. This 




the data of all 20 participants. This combined form is available in Appendix F. Treatment of 
the data involved determining the total values for the complete data set, as well as identifying 
the breakdown of each total value in terms of the contribution from each individual participant.  
For example, case study question 10 explored the ratio of planned and unplanned smartphone-
mediated encounters with second language. In total, there were 60 planned second-language 
encounters and 44 unplanned encounters reported. Further exploration revealed that of these 
60 planned second-language encounters, 49 were planned study activities, while 11 were 
planned leisure activities. Of these 49 planned study activities, 26 were ‘mostly enjoyable’ (of 
which 23 were considered beneficial) while 23 were ‘mostly not enjoyable’ (of which 18 were 
still reported as beneficial). There were 44 unplanned encounters, of which 9 were unplanned 
study encounters (8 reported as enjoyable and beneficial). Such analysis allowed the researcher 
to conclude that the most frequent combination of responses demonstrates that the participants’ 
encounters with second languages on their smartphones were likely to be planned periods of 
study which were enjoyable and beneficial. 
Through such cross-referencing of data from different questions within the case study set, the 
researcher was able to examine the overall data in terms of combinations of individual 
responses to identify emerging patterns across the case study data set, which were then explored 
across all three sets of data. 
 
3.5.3 Treatment of group interview data 
The transcription of the interview produced a document of 10, 897 words in length, and is 
available in Appendix G. This data was organised using the Nvivo 11 Analysis Software 
Package, and thematically analysed following the recursive six-step process outlined by Braun 
and Clarke (2006). This process is explained in more detail in the following paragraphs. 
 
1. Familiarise yourself with the data 
As the researcher transcribed the interview himself, this activity left him with a clear 
understanding of the data itself, and a nascent sense of what themes and patterns were already 
becoming evident. The transcription was read carefully before the coding process began, and 






2. Generating initial codes 
The first step was to generate initial codes, to later be revisited, amalgamated, separated, or 
even removed. Codes are ‘the most basic segment, or element, of the raw data or information 
that can be assessed in a meaningful way’ (Boyatzis 1998, p.63). Coding involves identifying 
specific phrases or sentences which are potentially of relevance to the research topic and the 
research questions, and generating a short but descriptive label for each coded section, such as 
‘second-language speech on smartphones’ or ‘smartphones and distraction’. As the researcher 
made his way through the transcript, each relevant phrase or sentence was identified, and either 
a new descriptive label was created,  or, if a particular phrase or sentence echoed a code already 
generated, it was added to that existing code. It was also possible that a particular phrase or 
sentence might be coded twice or more, if the content was relevant to different aspects of the 
research topic.  
At this stage in the process, the researcher did not try to think about grouping sets of codes into 
broader themes, but simply coded each relevant piece of language as simply and directly as 
possible. Upon completion of the second stage of the process, 79 initial codes had been 
produced.  When examining these themes, it became clear that numerous codes clearly 
overlapped with other codes, sometimes to the point of being almost identical. One example of 
this was that the researcher had coded one particular phrase with the label ‘Film and learning’ 
and another code with ‘Films and learning’, and another example were the labels ‘Deliberate 
Learning – Apps’ and ‘Deliberate learning on apps’. When such overlapping codes were 
combined under one label, there were 41 initial codes remaining. An example of this is the 
code ‘Smartphones and distraction’ which contains 6 references from 4 sources, which means 
that in the interview, this topic was mentioned on six different occasions by four different 
participants. The code ‘Films and learning’ had five references from three sources. 
 
3. Searching for themes 
The next stage of the process was to examine the 41 initial codes and, where possible, sort them 
into groups of codes, each of which made a coherent theme, which, at this stage, are called 
‘candidate themes’, as they might still be subject to later revision. So, for example, the 




• Smartphones and casual or incidental exposure (2 references from 2 sources) 
• Smartphones and casual learning (2 references from 1 source) 
• Incidental/deliberate learning (1 reference from 1 source) 
• Exposure to natural language (2 references from 3 sources) 
were all clustered together as one coherent thematic set, labelled “Casual or incidental exposure 
or learning”.  
In some cases, a particular code did not fit well into any broader thematic set of codes. One 
example of this is the ‘Attitude to institutional MALL’ code, which had nine references from 
five sources. Although five of the seven interview participants did offer their (primarily 
negative) perspective on the idea of MALL becoming something that they might engage with 
alongside their teachers, it remained a standalone code, not similar enough to any of the 
thematic sets developed. However, in almost all other cases, it was possible to cluster the codes 
into thematic sets, and through this process of grouping similar codes together to generate a 
coherent theme, the researcher ended up with 11 broad candidate themes, which are discussed 
in Chapter 4. The full set of themes and their original codes is available in Appendix H. 
 
4. Reviewing themes 
The main aim of this stage is to ensure that the existing candidate themes completely and 
accurately describe and represent the content of the raw data. This was completed by re-reading 
the transcript with the candidate themes in mind, verifying the validity of each individual theme 
and making sure that no relevant content had been overlooked. At this point in the process, 
‘candidate themes’ were cemented as actual themes. 
 
5. Defining and naming themes 
 In this stage, themes are defined and any sub-themes may be created, if a particularly large or 
complex theme is better illustrated by breaking it down into sub-themes. Although Braun and 
Clarke (2006, p.23) suggest that names should be ‘concise, punchy, and immediately give the 
reader a sense of what the theme is about’, the researcher felt that the existing labels for each 





6. Producing the report 
At this point, the thematic analysis is considered complete, and the researcher moves on to the 
process of actually producing the report. In this case, the data from the thematic analysis of the 
interview was used in conjunction with the data from both the initial survey and the case study 
stages of the research. A description and analysis of the data is provided in Chapter 4, while 
the themes relevant to the research questions are explored in detail in Chapter 5, and claims 
made upon the data can be seen in Chapter 6. 
 
3.6 Ethical issues 
In accordance with both University of Limerick guidelines, and principles of ethical research, 
participants in the case study and interview were made fully aware of the nature of the study, 
the anonymity of the data, and their freedom to withdraw from the study at any time and for 
any reason (See Appendix I), before signing a consent form (See Appendix J). 
As stipulated by University of Limerick ethics regulations, the data collected was anonymised 
and participants are referred to by their representative number throughout the study. The data 
itself was stored in a password-protected document on a computer to which only the researcher 
had access. Through this process, confidentiality was maintained. 
 
3.7 Conclusion to the chapter 
This chapter has described the instruments of research chosen for the present study, and 
justified their selection with reference to the relevant studies in each field. The chapter also 
highlighted some of the key principles relevant to the study such as mixed-methods research 
and triangulation.  
The chapter then outlined the stages of the study. Firstly, the design of the survey was 
described, from the initial pilot survey, which was revised to produce the main survey. This 
was followed by outlining the structure and administration of the case study, and finally, the 
completion of the group interview. Later in the chapter, the analysis of each data set was 
explained, and the chapter concluded by addressing any concerns over ethical issues regarding 








This study comprised three different stages of data collection, which have been described in 
the previous chapter. This chapter describes and analyses the data collected at each stage of the 
study. Section 4.1 offers a description of the profile of the participants in terms of both their 
ownership of and access to different devices and their presence and activity of various social 
media and messaging platforms. Section 4.2 examines their exposure to and use of second 
languages on their smartphones in terms of both study-related and leisure-related activity, and 
also describes their perceptions of smartphones as tools of language learning. Section 4.3 
focuses on social media and messaging activity, and explores their encounters with and 
production of second language on these platforms, as well as investigating their attitudes 
towards social media as language learning resources. Section 4.4 groups the results into general 
topics, which will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 5, and Section 4.5 concludes the 
chapter. The complete survey data can be found in Appendix E, the case study data are available 
in Appendix F, the interview transcript is available in Appendix G, and the list of themes 
identified from the interview data is in Appendix H. The structure of the chapter is shown in 
Figure 4.1. 
 
Figure 4.1: Structure of Chapter 4 
The participants are described in terms of their
age, language-speaking status, and use of
different devices.
4.1 Profile of participants
This section describes the different ways in 
which learers were exposed to, engaged with, 
and produced second language content on their 
smartphones.
4.2 Second languages on 
smartphones
In this section, the nature and extent of the 
participants' engagement withsecond-language 
content on social media is explored.
4.3 Second languages on 
social media
Introduces broad topics for discussion related to 
perceptions of study and roles that 
smartphones and social media can play within 
that context.





4.1 Profile of participants 
The first two questions of the survey were elimination questions, designed to exclude people 
for two reasons. The first question asked the age of the participants, with 1 respondent 
selecting ’17 or younger’ and consequently being eliminated, leaving 84 remaining respondents, 
of which 81 identified as aged 18-22, with 3 being 23 or older. The second elimination question 
asked whether or not the respondents owned a smartphone. Had any respondents selected the 
‘No I don’t’ option, they would have been excluded from the study, but in this case, all 84 
respondents answered positively, and therefore continued to the survey proper. Thus, all survey 
respondents were 18 or older, owned a smartphone, and were studying a modern language at 
the University of Limerick.  
The case study participants were similarly vetted. As part of the face-to-face meetings in which 
they were briefed as to the nature of the study and in which they signed consent forms, the 
researchers ensured that each participant was a student of modern languages, was 18 or older, 
and owned a smartphone. Of the 20 case-study participants, 12 were first-year students, 4 were 
second-year students, and 4 were fourth-year students.17 participants described themselves as 
growing up monolingual speakers of English, with 1 participant growing up with both English 
and French, 1 with English and Tagalog, and 1 was a native speaker of Chinese who was on 
international exchange in Ireland. 
 
4.1.1 Ownership of and access to devices 
As described above, all of the 84 survey respondents and 20 case study participants owned 
smartphones. The survey data also revealed that the survey respondents owned or had access 
to a variety of other devices. Responses to Question 3 highlighted that as well as their 
smartphones, the vast majority (94.1%, n=79/84) also owned or had access to a laptop computer. 
As Figure 4.2 shows, there was a notable drop to the next device, which was a tablet (46.4%, 
n=39/84), closely followed by a desktop (41.7%, n=35/84). There was another steep drop to 
the next most-common device,  e-readers, with 17.8% (n=15/84) owning one, and only 2/84 
reported using any other kind of device. These devices were a PlayStation 4, which the 
respondent pointed out had a messaging service as part of the PlayStation network, and a 
Nintendo 3DS. No reason was given for including the Nintendo 3DS, but it also has an instant 





Figure 4.2: Access to other devices 
 
Overall, as well as the ownership of a smartphone which was necessary to take part in the 
research, use of a laptop computer is almost ubiquitous, at 94%, but no other device was used 
by more than 50% of participants. It was notable that although the University of Limerick 
provides many desktop computers for student use at numerous different locations across the 
campus, only 41% responded that they had access to these devices, suggesting that these 
desktop computers are not regularly accessed by learners who likely prefer to simply work 
from their own laptops instead. 
 
4.1.2 Time spent on different devices 
In Question 4, the survey also examined the amount of time spent of the different devices the 
students owned or had access to.  75% (n=63/84) people reported using their smartphones for 
3-4 hours a day, and another 20% for 1-2 hours a day, leaving only 5% who used their phone 
for less than an hour a day. This level of usage dwarfed all other devices.  The next most-used 
device was the laptop, which had 24% of respondents using one for 3-4 hours a day, with 
another 44.1% (n=37/84) reporting 1-2 hours’ usage, and 29% who used them for less than an 
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Table 4.1: Time spent on various devices 
Question 4: On average, approximately how much time do you spend each day on the devices you 
own/have regular access to? 
 3-4 hours or 
more 






I don’t have 
this device 
Desktop  0% (0) 4.7% (4) 21.4% (18) 2.4% (2) 22.6% (19) 48.9% (41) 
Laptop  23.8% (20) 44.1% (37) 15.5% (13) 6% (5) 6% (5) 4.7% (4) 
Tablet 3.6% (3) 9.5% (8) 10.7% (9) 8.3% (7) 20.2% (17) 47.6% (40) 
Smartphone 75% (63) 20.2% (17) 3.6% (3) 0% (0) 1.1% (1) 0% (0) 
E-reader 0% (0) 1.1% (1) 13.1% (11) 1.1% (1) 9.5% (8) 75% (63) 
 
As can be seen in Table 4.1, usage levels of other devices levels were relatively low. None of 
the respondents reported spending more than 2 hours a day on a desktop, with only 4.7% 
(n=4/84) using them for 1-2 hours a day. A combined 46% spent under an hour day on a desktop, 
with 48.9% not accessing them at all. Tablets, which had a higher ownership/access rate than 
desktop computers, had low levels of use, with only 13% using them for more than an hour a 
day, while 20% people used them for 10 minutes or less.  Data for e-readers was even lower, 
with only 25% reporting any daily use. Overall, the participants were heavy users of their 
smartphones, with a majority using them for at least 3-4 hours each day, and were also frequent 
users of smartphones, with a majority of respondents using them for at least 1-2 hours per day. 
Beyond those devices, use of other devices was low, with only a small minority spending at 
least an hour a day on desktops and tablet computers, and use of e-readers was extremely 
limited.  
 
4.1.3 Presence on social media and messaging platforms 
In Question 5, the survey also examined the respondents’ social media presence and the 
frequency with which they access their social media accounts. 98% (n=82/84) of respondents 
had an account on Facebook, making it the most popular social media platform, closely 
followed by Snapchat (94%), Instagram (88%) and WhatsApp (74%).  Of the other platforms 




respondents reported even having an account on these platforms, and the majority of those who 
did reported checking their account less than once a week. 89% (n=75/84) of respondents also 
reported that they did not have any other social media accounts than those investigated. At the 
time the survey was conducted in 2017, social media and messaging use was heavily 
concentrated on the four platforms mentioned above. 
Although Facebook was most common regarding having an account, in terms of frequency of 
accessing these platforms, Snapchat was accessed more regularly, with 77% (n=65/84) 
checking Snapchat at least 5 times a day, and a total of 89% checking at least once a day. This 
compared with 51% (n=43/84) checking Facebook five times a day or more, and 83% accessing 
it at least once a day. Data for Instagram was very similar, with 50% and 79% respectively. 
Although globally, WhatsApp has 1.6 billion users compared to 294 million Snapchat users 
(Statista 2019), among this cohort Snapchat was more prevalent in terms of presence on the 
platform (94% use Snapchat compared to 74% for WhatsApp) and frequency of use, with 
WhatsApp being checked daily by only 24% (n=20/84) participants, while Snapchat was 
checked daily by 89% (n=75/84).  
The frequency with which the messaging platforms were accessed suggests that while 
Facebook profiles were almost ubiquitous in 2017, and Facebook has its own messaging 
service (the Messenger app), the respondents were at least as likely to use other social media 
sites, even those without the detailed profile page that Facebook users have, for their messaging 
activities. This may also be further evidence to support the view that Facebook has been losing 
its battle with Snapchat to attract younger people to its platform (Clark and Weir 2018).   
Survey questions 6 and 7 examined the preferred devices for accessing social media platforms, 
and the extent of that preference. Firstly, Question 6 asked respondents to select which device 
they most frequently used to access their social media accounts, and choices were effectively 
unanimous. With 1/84 respondents not having any social media accounts, all of the remaining 
respondents (83/84) selected their smartphone as their most frequently used device. Question 
7 sought to expand upon Question 6 and discover how often each device was used to access 
social media accounts. The data revealed that the smartphone was not only the most frequently 
used device, but overwhelmingly so. 
A total of 83% (n=70/84) reported that they used their smartphone to access their social media 
accounts more than 75% of the time, in comparison to 1/84 using their laptop 75% of the time, 




laptop ‘less than 25% of the time/not at all’ for this purpose, the corresponding data for 
smartphones was 0/84. 
 
4.1.4 Summary of the students’ use of devices 
The survey data for use of devices and social media presence indicate that the typical student 
profile is one who uses their smartphone for 3-4 hours each day, and spends another 1-2 hours 
on a laptop computer, with much less time spent on other devices. The typical student has 
multiple social media accounts, and checks these accounts multiple times each day. Moreover, 
although it is possible to access Facebook, Snapchat, Instagram, WhatsApp, and most other 
social media and messaging platforms through desktop or laptop computers, it seems clear from 
the data that, for the students surveyed, their smartphone is not only their primary device when 
it comes to accessing their social media and messaging accounts, but this is overwhelmingly 
and sometimes exclusively the case, meaning their social media and messaging activity is 
effectively a subset of their overall smartphone activity. 
 
4.2 Second languages on smartphones 
This section focuses on the extent and nature of the participants’ encounters with and use of 
second languages on their smartphones. These encounters include study-related activity such 
as use of their phone to help with coursework and use of Language Learning Apps, as well as 
communication-related encounters such as spoken and written communication with friends, 
and also and leisure-related activity such as consuming second-language music and video 
content on their smartphones. Although described briefly in this section, the participants’ 
exposure to and production of second languages on social media is described and analysed in 
greater depth in Section 4.3. 
 
4.2.1 Encountering second languages on smartphones  
Data from all three research strands revealed that the participants encountered second 
languages on their smartphones in a variety of ways, and, as Figure 4.3 shows, data for survey 
question 14 indicated that 53.6% of respondents (n=45/84) reported that most of their exposure 




laptop. Notably, there were 8 respondents who selected the ‘not applicable’ option, indicating 
a lack of second-language encounters on any device. This may suggest a preference for 
traditional materials such as books, newspapers or television, or alternatively may indicate that 
any second-language encounters at all outside the classroom, were extremely limited. 
 
 
Figure 4.3: Survey Question 14: Devices and exposure to other languages (note that number in this 
figure and all subsequent figures refer to the number of respondents, not percentages) 
 
4.2.1.1 Study-related encounters 
As shown above, for a majority of participants, their smartphone is the main device on which 
they are exposed to second-language content. Moreover, data for survey question 15 revealed 
that a majority of participants (64.3%, n=54/84) agreed that they are more likely to encounter 
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Figure 4.4: Survey question 14: Nature of exposure to other languages on smartphones 
 
Data from the case study reinforced the finding that exposure to second-language content on 
smartphones was more likely to be study-related than non-study-related. Responses to Case 
Study Question 7 revealed that of the 169 second-language encounters reported by the 20 
participants, a total of 41.4% (n=70/169) were part of language learning, with 27.2% as part of 
social media, and 24.9% as part of recreation or entertainment. The 11 instances in which 
second-language content was encountered ‘in some other way’ were not investigated, but the 
group interview revealed that 5 such encounters were reported by Participant 3, who had set 
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Other data reveals the breakdown of the encounters explained in Figure 4.5, for both learning-
related and non-learning-related encounters. In terms of learning-related encounters, case study 
Question 8 asked for detailed information on the nature of the participants’ encounters with 
their second languages, and the most common response was ‘while doing homework or 
coursework for university’, with 65 encounters in total. Further data from case study Question 
8 revealed that there were 49 encounters as a result of using the phone as a dictionary, while 
there were only 23 encounters as a result of ‘other language study’, and only 13 encounters 
with language learning apps. For the participants, learning-related second-language encounters 
on their smartphones are primarily part of their university home or coursework, and mostly 
used  as a dictionary on these occasions, with other avenues for study, such as language learning 
apps, being used much less frequently. 
 
4.2.1.2 Communication-related encounters 
Participants also encountered second languages while communicating with friends. This 
communication included spoken and written communication, and occurred both on and outside 
social media platforms. As spoken communication necessitates both  reception and production 
of second languages at the same time, this topic is examined in Section 4.2.3, and the present 
section examines written communication only.  
As shown in Figure 4.6, data for survey question 11 revealed that some 15.5% (n=13/84) 
received second-language messages on a daily basis, on their smartphones, and a further 14.3% 
received such messages regularly. Thus, 30% of respondents receive L2 messages at least 





Figure 4.6: Survey question 11: frequency of receipt of second-language messages 
 
Notably, as shown in Figure 4.7, data for survey question 12 revealed the exact same responses 
regarding contact in a second language on social media. These data indicate that close to half 
the participants almost never receive any second language communication on their 
smartphones, either through text messages or social media or messaging platforms, while a 
combined 29.7% (n=25/84) do receive such communication on at least a regular basis. 
 
Figure 4.7: Survey question 12: frequency of second-language contact on social media 
This interpretation is supported by data for survey question 16, which asked whether the 
participants tended to use social media or text or email for their contact with friends. A total of 
78.6% (n=66/84) felt it was ‘strongly true’ that they used social media more than text or email, 
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Case study data also revealed that the participants were engaging in second-language written 
communication with friends, albeit to a limited degree, with 23 instances of this behaviour 
across the 133 case study reports. Data from the group interview also highlighted the limited 
extent of second-language messaging, with only 2 participants referencing sending messages 
or texts in a second language. Participant 10 sent texts in her target language of French to a 
friend, and although she described these as ‘messing’, she was also aware that these texts served 
both to reinforce their existing knowledge of French, if ‘we are kind of texting what we know’, 
or to introduce new elements of French, if ‘she texts back something that I don’t know, I can 
see that’. Participant 20 references second-language only briefly, in the context of why they 
did not tend to make any public comments/posts in a second language, saying that ‘I may 
message in a second language, but I wouldn’t really post, yeah’.  
 Overall, the data indicate that when the participants received written contact in a second 
language, it was overwhelmingly likely to be a message in social media or messaging apps, but 
receipt of such messages was far from uniform. 29.7% of survey respondents received such 
messages regularly, while more than 47% of participants effectively never received them, and 
data from both the case study and group interview similarly revealing the limited extent of 
second-language messaging among the participants. 
 
4.2.1.3 Recreation-related encounters 
A final way in which the participants encountered second-language content on smartphones 
was as part of personal recreation such as watching second-language video content or listening 
to second-language music. Survey question 11 asked how often the participants watched 
second-language videos for either study or pleasure, and the data was similarly limited for both 
activities.  Only 9.5% (n=8/84) did so on a daily basis either for pleasure or study, with a further 
16.7% doing so regularly for pleasure, and 32.1% doing so regularly for study. For the majority 
of participants, watching second-language video content for either reason was occasional at 
best. Case study question 8 data revealed that there were 27 instances of listening to second-
language music reported, and 26 instances of watching second-language video content. In the 
group interview, P4, P10 and P19 mentioned listening to second-language music, with P4 and 
P10 doing so for learning purposes, and P19 doing so for leisure. Second-language video 
content was also mentioned repeatedly during the group interview. Examples include P18 




videos, rather than actually sitting down and writing it out or something’ and P10 watching 
videos to improve her pronunciation. For P10, activities such as watching second-language 
video content are what she describes as ‘a positive break’ from more formal study; an activity 
which is less formal, more enjoyable, but still beneficial. This kind of ‘study-lite’ activity, 
which can share similarities with the concept of Edutainment discussed in Section 2.2.5.3, will 
be discussed later in this chapter. 
Other ways in which participants could encounter second-language content on their 
smartphones were not well represented in the data. One such example was gaming. Although 
data for survey question 10 showed that 11.9% of participants played games on a daily basis, 
and another 13.1% did so regularly, this question referred to any kind of gaming, rather than 
gaming in which they encountered second-language content. This was examined in the case 
study, and gaming which involved second language content was not reported at all during the 
case study, and later,  not mentioned at all during the group interview. Another possibility was 
through browsing second-language internet content on their smartphone. However, again, only 
11.9% of respondents did this on  a daily basis, while for 71.4% (n=60/84) this activity was 
occasional at best. Likewise, in the case study data, there were only 13 instances of second-
language web browsing reported across 133 case study reports.  
The data indicated that overall, the participants were more likely to encounter their target 
languages as part of study activity than as leisure activity. This is exemplified by a quote from 
P20, who noted that the participating in the case study had made him aware that ‘you wouldn’t 
happen to see your second language on Facebook or anything, as much as you think you might 
have’, expanding on this by saying that ‘I thought I’d be ticking that box [case study question 
asking if the participants had encountered a second language] the whole time…that you might 
see it…but you don’t like.’ The study itself was largely limited to their university coursework 
or homework, and as part of their studies, their smartphone were most often used as a dictionary. 
There was little evidence of other language study happening on their smartphones, such as 
browsing language learning websites. Use of Language Learning Apps was also limited, and 
this will be discussed in Section 4.3.3.  
Regarding leisure-related activities, the participants were most likely to encounter second-
language content while browsing social media, although, as Section 4.4 will discuss, their 
engagement with the content they encountered was often limited. Apart from social media, the 




while other possible avenues such as gaming or internet browsing in their second languages 
were much less frequent.  
 
4.2.2 Using second languages on smartphones 
The previous section described the various ways in which the participants encountered their 
second languages on their smartphones, which included their language studies, their social 
media activity, communication with friends, and their personal recreation. However, some of 
these were passive encounters in which the participants did not use or otherwise engage with 
the content. This section will describe the participants’ actual production of second languages 
on their smartphones.  
 
4.2.2.1 Study-related use  
As already described, the main way in which the participants encountered second-language 
content on their smartphones was as part of study. However, these encounters were most likely 
to be through use of the phone as a dictionary, and as a consequence, beyond simply entering 
a word or phrase into a dictionary, study-related production of second-language content on 
smartphones was very limited. As shown in Figure 4.8, data for survey question 8 revealed that 
while 56% of respondents (n=47/84) were happy to use their smartphone as dictionaries, only 
14.3% (n=12/84) preferred their smartphone for second-language writing practice (in 
comparison to 29.8% who reported no second-language writing practice at all on any device).  
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The data for question 14 also showed that, unsurprisingly, the vast majority (82.1%, n=69/84) 
of respondents preferred laptops over smartphones for essay writing, with only 3.6% (n=3/84) 
opting for their smartphones, less even than the 8.3% who preferred desktop computers. 
Similarly, data for survey question 11 showed that only 14.3% wrote in a second language on 
their smartphones on a daily basis, with a further 13.1% doing so regularly. This leaves 72.6% 
(n=61/84) for whom any kind of written production on their smartphones, study-related or 
otherwise, was occasional at best.  
The case study data also demonstrated the limited production of second-language content for 
any reason. While, as already mentioned, there were 65 instances of second-language 
encounters as part of university studies, there were also 49 instances of dictionary use, which 
again indicates that smartphones are used primarily as dictionaries.  Moreover, data for case 
study section 1 showed that participants reported written production of second languages on 
37/133 days across the case study, the lowest of any of the encounter types examined, even in 
comparison to second-language speaking, which was reported on 41/133 days. In the group 
interview, beyond mentioning smartphones as a dictionary, the participants did not mention the 
study-related written production of second-language content on smartphones at all. 
While the data indicated that study-related written production of second languages was limited, 
the data also explored study-related spoken production. Survey question 11 enquired about the 
frequency of second-language speaking on their smartphones, and the data is shown in Figure 
4.9. Some 14.3% (n=12/84) speak in a second language on their smartphone on a daily basis, 
with a further 10.7% doing so regularly, meaning 25% of respondents speak their second 
languages on their smartphones at least regularly.  
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This spoken production was not necessarily part of communication, and may have been for 
some other reason, such as  use of a Language Learning App, or simply enunciating a word 
into a dictionary. Nevertheless, data for survey question 8 would further indicate that a degree 
of their spoken production on their smartphones was study-related. As Figure 4.10 shows, 
42.9% of respondents (n=36/84) most commonly used their smartphones for speaking practice, 
in comparison to 23.8% who preferred their laptop, with 26.2% apparently not engaging in 
speaking practice on any device. 
 
Figure 4.10: Survey question 8: Most commonly-used device for speaking practice 
 
The nature of these episodes of speaking practice on smartphones was not investigated in more 
detail, but it could be surmised that they include the use of dictionaries and LLA,  as already 
mentioned, and the use of these resources is discussed in Chapter 5. 
In the case study, data for Section 1 revealed that the participants reported second-language 
speaking on their smartphones in 41/133 case study reports, and also 37/133 reports in which 
second-language writing occurred. Again, these episodes were not further investigated, but, as 
Table 4.2 indicates, data for case study questions 10 and 11 supports the interpretation that 
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Table 4.2: Case study Questions 10 and 11: Nature of daily encounters with second languages 


















The survey data show that the majority of the participants’ encounters with second languages 
on their smartphones are both planned and study-related, suggesting that the participants are 
engaging in planned study-related spoken production on their smartphones to some extent.  
In the interview, the only participant to explicitly mention second-language speaking practice 
on their smartphone was P10, who made two different references to it. Firstly, she mentioned 
speaking in French with a friend and fellow student of French, with whom she also exchanged 
messages in French, although she did describe some of these exchanges as ‘messing’. P10 also 
mentioned that as part of ‘serious study’, in preparation for an oral exam, she ‘might go on the 
app or… might even speak to the phone because the phone can speak back to you, for 
pronunciation stuff.’ No other reference was made to speaking in a second language as part of 
study purposes, although there were other references made to use of LLA, which might have 
encompassed speaking practice, and the data regarding LLA is discussed in Section 4.2.3. 
 
Overall, beyond dictionary use, other study-related written production of second languages on 
smartphones was extremely limited in both survey and case study data, and not recorded at all 
during the group interview. Participants clearly preferred to use their laptops and even desktop 
computers over their smartphones when producing any longer pieces of second-language 
written content. There was some evidence in both the survey and case study data which 
suggested that the participant were engaging in speaking practice on their smartphones, such 
as when using a LLA, but this was not explicitly identified and was only referenced by 1 





4.2.2.2 Communication-related use 
As already mentioned, the participants received both spoken and written communication on 
their smartphones, and the data for written communication was discussed in Section 4.2.1.2. 
As well as written communication with friends, the data also shed light on the participants’ 
second-language spoken communication on their smartphones, which will be discussed in this 
section. 
As previously described in Section 4.2.2.1, the data for survey question 11 showed that  14.3% 
(n=12/84) of the participants speak in a second language on their smartphone on a daily basis, 
with a further 10.7% doing so regularly, but data for case study question 10 and 11 suggests 
that at least some of this second-language production was as part of study-related activities. 
Nevertheless, the data does indicate a limited amount of second-language speaking on 
smartphones. 
Survey question 13 enquired about the frequency of spoken communication with native 
speakers of the participants’ target languages. As shown in Figure 4.11, 14.3% (n=12/84) do 
so on a daily basis, with another 17.9% doing so regularly, while for a combined 67.9%, such 
communication is occasional at best.  
 
Figure 4.11: Survey question 13: frequency of spoken communication with native speakers of target 
language 
As survey question 13 explored the participants’ general behaviours, the survey item referred 
to all forms of spoken communication with native speakers, rather than just smartphone-based 
communication.  It is possible that some or all of this speaking occurred face to face rather than 
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reports, there were 17 second-language encounters as part of ‘spoken communication with 
friends’, indicating that at least some of the spoken communication is taking place on a 
smartphone rather than face to face. These 17 encounters were unevenly distributed, with P14 
reporting an encounter in each of the 7 reports she completed, while other participants reported 
no such encounters. In the group interview, evidence of smartphone-based spoken 
communication did not surface at all, and any comments about second-language speaking 
referred to study-related production. 
Overall, the data indicate that second-language speaking on smartphones for communication 
purposes was quite limited and uneven among the participants. While a combined 32.2%  have 
at least regular communication with a native speaker of their target language, the case study 
data reveals only 17 encounters of communication-related spoken production on smartphones, 
suggesting that the bulk of second-language communication occurs face to face rather than on 
smartphones or any other device. The data revealed that for the majority of participants, any 
kind of spoken communication in a second language is occasional at best, whether in person 
or on a device. 
 
4.2.3 Use of Language Learning Apps 
The previous sections have detailed the various ways in which the learners encountered and 
engaged with second languages on their smartphones. As described, their learning-related 
encounters were generally restricted to their university homework and coursework, and other 
learning-related activities, such as use of Language Learning Apps (LLA) which were not 
dictionary apps, were less frequent. This section will examine the participants’ use of LLA in 
more detail.  
Survey Question 9 asked how many LLA were on their phones, and Question 10 asked how 
often those LLA were accessed. As can be seen in Figure 4.12, data for Question 9 show that 
27.4% (n=23/84) of respondents had no LLA on their phone, 30.9% had one, 22.6% had 2, 






Figure 4.12: Number of language learning apps on smartphone 
 
Categorising LLA on the participants’ devices was beyond the scope of this research. Taking 
into account the response to survey question 8 which showed that 55.9% of respondents (47/84) 
preferred their smartphone to look up the meaning of new words, it is probable that in many 
cases, the LLA would be a dictionary app. Of the 30.9% who had 1 LLA on their smartphone, 
it seems likely that for many, this was a dictionary app. In combination with the 27.4% who 
had no LLA on their phones, it can be interpreted that over half the respondents use no LLA 
other than a dictionary app. Use of LLA by the participants in the present study will be 
discussed in Chapter 5. 
Question 10 of the survey investigated the frequency with which respondents accessed the LLA 
on their smartphones. Disregarding the 27% who had no LLA on their devices, frequency of 
use of LLA for the remaining 61 respondents was relatively low. 21.4% (n=18/84) reported 
accessing LLA less than once a week, 17.8% did so at least once a week, with 7.1% using their 
LLA at least 3 times a week. Those percentages leave only 26.2% (n=22/84) of respondents 
who accessed their LLA on a daily basis. Of that number, 19.1% (n=16/84) used LLA 
approximately once a day, 1.2% did so approximately 3 times a day, and 5.9% opened their 
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Figure 4.13: Frequency of access of language learning apps 
 
Data for use of LLA become more striking when examined in combination with other survey 
data. Responses to Question 14 shows that for 53.6% of respondents (45/84), the majority of 
their exposure to a second language on a device comes through their smartphone, and data for 
Question 15 indicate that while using their smartphones, a majority of learners (54/84) are more 
likely to encounter a second language as part of their studies than as part of their other activities. 
In light of this data, which indicates that firstly, a majority of their exposure to second 
languages comes through their smartphone, and secondly, a majority of that exposure is study-
related, it would seem reasonable to speculate that the respondents would be prolific users of 
LLA; however the responses to Question 10 indicate that beyond dictionary use, apps 
specifically designed for language learning such as Duolingo do not play a widespread or 
frequent role in their exposure to a second language, even as part of their studies. 
The limited use of non-dictionary LLA was further evidenced in the case study data. Section 1 
asked whether the participants had used ‘a language learning app such as a dictionary in the 
past 24 hours’, and of the 133 responses, 60 were positive and 73 were negative. Even including 
dictionary use, LLA were used less than half the time. Case study question 8 explored non-
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using a language learning app (apart from a dictionary)’, and there were only 13 occasions of 
such encounters across the entire case study, with numerous participants reporting none at all. 
In the group interview, 5 of the participants mentioned LLA on a total of 10 occasions, but only 
2 participants referenced apps that were not dictionaries. P3 made a brief comment about the 
Duolingo app when discussing her exposure to second languages on her phone, and P16 
mentioned the app Memrise and how it helped her to learn words by providing a context. P16 
also highlighted that her LLA allowed her to feel better about spending time on her smartphone 
because it was a LLA, and she could convince herself that her leisure activities actually had 
learning benefits, which constitutes a kind of Edutainment or ‘study-lite’ activity. P16 also 
mentioned that the case study helped her to recognise that she actually encountered her second 
languages, on LLA as well as elsewhere, less frequently than she had expected. P10, in 
answering the question of what constituted ‘serious study’, commented that while she might 
use LLA sometimes, it would be limited to a quick check of a word: 
P10 interview comments>  
 
But like I’d rarely use it if I’m studying for an actual written exam. Only if I get seriously stuck on 
something. It’s just so easy, because you can just type in a word, it’ll come up straight away. 
Apart from that, I wouldn’t use it for serious study. 
 
The other 2 mentions of LLA came from P19, who said that she never used any LLA, and P20, 
who twice mentioned using a dictionary app, but who also commented that completing the case 
study form had made him realise how infrequent his use of LLA actually was. 
Overall, the use of non-dictionary LLA in language learning was not strongly evidenced during 
the interview, which aligns with both survey and case study data that indicated that use of LLA, 
apart from dictionary apps, was quite limited. While participants are more likely to encounter 
second languages on their smartphones than any other device, and while the majority of these 
encounters are study-related, this does not translate to the participants being frequent users of 
LLA, and their study-related encounters are mostly limited to their university studies. 
 
4.2.4 Perceptions of smartphones as language learning tools 
The previous sections have described the ways in which the participants encountered and used 




to which the participants exploited their smartphones for learning purposes was limited, 
consisting chiefly of dictionary use as part of their university language studies. This section 
moves on from examining the behaviour of the participants towards an investigation of the 
perceptions they hold of smartphones as language learning tools, and how these perceptions 
shape their use of their smartphones. This topic is one of the key discoveries to be identified 
from the data and will be discussed in full in Chapter 5, but the key data will be summarised 
here. 
The survey examined the respondents’ learning preferences and perceptions of smartphones in 
depth. Survey question 8 explored their preference for devices in 8 different language learning 
situations, and the data are shown in Figure 4.14 (please note that although the original survey 
questions included response choices for desktops, tablets and e-readers, their popularity was 
negligible and they have been excluded from the figure). 
 
 
Figure 4.14: Survey question 8: most-commonly used devices in language-learning situations 
 
As revealed in the data, for every language-learning situation listed, laptops and smartphones 
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response for some situations. Laptops were more commonly used for second-language practice 
in listening, reading, and writing, as well as when visiting language learning websites. On the 
other hand, smartphones were preferred for second-language practice with vocabulary and 
speaking, and were also more commonly used for looking up words and for using language 
learning apps.  
The preference indicated for smartphones when using language learning apps is unsurprising 
given the nature of downloadable mobile applications, and the widespread use of smartphones 
as dictionaries has already been discussed. The nature of the ‘speaking practice’ engaged in by 
the respondents was not further explored in the survey, although case study data from section 
1, in which the 20 participants recorded only 41/133 occasions of second-language spoken 
production of any kind, of which 17 were as a result of spoken communication with friends, 
indicate that smartphone-based speaking practice was not a widespread activity. 
Survey question 14 examined the respondents’ attitudes to different devices by asking them to 
complete statements by selecting the most appropriate device, and the data are shown in Figure 
4.15. 
 
Figure 4.15: Survey Question14: Attitudes towards different devices 
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The data revealed that although the respondents most commonly encounter second-language 
content through their smartphones, the laptop is far more likely to considered central to their 
study behaviours. Apart from looking up new words, for which their smartphone is the 
preferred device, the laptop is the device on which a majority of respondents do most of their 
second-language study, the device on which they feel most focused and most productive,  and  
which a clear majority (67.9%, n=57/84)  consider their most important device for study. 
These attitudes were further explored in survey question 15, which investigated the extent to 
which their smartphones were considered central or tangential to their language studies.  
 
Figure 4.16: Survey question 15: Learner perceptions of smartphones 
 
As shown in Figure 4.16,  the respondents clearly prefer using a computer such as a laptop for 
their language studies, rather than a smartphone. The smartphone is considered central to their 
language studies only by a small number of respondents (13.1%, n=11/84). Perhaps most 
notably, rather than feeling that a smartphone is central to their studies, a majority of 66.7%  
(n=56/84) strongly feel that their smartphone is a way to escape study.  
Overall, the survey data indicated that while the respondents do encounter the majority of the 
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for activities such as looking up new words, for their study in general, they are more likely to 
opt for a laptop when engaging in different kinds of second-language practice, and the laptop 
is the device on which they feel most focused and most productive regarding their second-
language studies.   
The case study and interview data shed further light on the behaviours and attitudes of the 
participants towards smartphones. As already mentioned, data for case study question 8 
revealed that the participants were more likely to encounter their second languages as part of 
their university language studies than in any other way, and use of the smartphone as a 
dictionary was quite common in these encounters. Case study question 8 also revealed the more 
limited nature of other kinds of language study, with only 23 instances of ‘other language study 
(not related to homework/coursework)’, and even fewer instances of use of language learning 
apps, with only 13/133 instances. 
Various comments in the group interview offered insight into the participants’ perceptions of 
the merits of smartphones as language-learning tools. A comment from P16 was representative 
of the prevalent attitudes towards smartphones:  
P16 interview comments> 
I think it’s just more…there’s a different kind of stigma to it, like you use your laptop for serious 
work, and not just for playing around. You can play games, but when you think back, it’s like ‘Oh 
yeah, I actually have to get this work done’, you’re just getting into it more.   
 
This sentiment was echoed by both P3, who revealed that ‘for like actual like proper study, and 
schoolwork, I wouldn’t use my phone at all really’, by P18, who explained, ‘I tend to use the 
laptop for more serious study’, and by P19, who used the term ‘formal study’ and commented 
that she ‘wouldn’t really use my phone that much for like formal study.’  
In the group interview, the participants repeatedly used words like ‘actual’, ‘proper’, ‘serious’  
and ‘formal’ to describe a certain kind of study. This kind of study was planned, focused on 
more traditional elements of study such as vocabulary and grammar, and it was evident that 
their smartphones have little role to play in such study, with the laptop being used instead. 
Beyond use as a dictionary, the smartphone was perhaps most likely to be used as a way for the 
participants to reward themselves after a period of ‘actual, proper’ study on their laptops. This 
concept of ‘actual, proper’ study is generally limited to traditional study practices and resources, 




learning off ‘a sheet of verbs’, and ‘diving into the books’, and furthermore, the students need 
to be at the right ‘mentality’ for their second-language encounters to be beneficial. P3’s 
comments that ‘for like actual like proper study, and schoolwork, I wouldn’t use my phone at 
all really’ encapsulate the prevailing perception of what study is, and what resources and 
practices are involved, and from this quote, the term ‘actual, proper’ study will be used as a 
trope in Chapters 5 and 6 to describe this limited perception of what the participants viewed as 
real or serious language study. 
While smartphones were not widely used in ‘actual, proper’ study, they did have a role to play 
in what this researcher terms ‘study-lite’ activities. P16, for example, reported that she would 
have planned periods of activity on an app called Kahoot!, commenting that ‘if we did that like 
as a game between friends, we’re learning something and it is planned, but there’s less pressure 
to actually buckle down and study.’ Likewise, P10 commented that watching a video in her 
target language of French was ‘a positive escape from study’ as it felt like a break but also 
helped her with her target language. Such activities may fall under the definition of Edutainment 
explored in Section 2.2.5.3, as they combine an act of learning with an aspect of entertainment. 
The interview data revealed that the participants held clear and often limited views of what 
‘actual, proper’ language study is, and overall, the value they placed on smartphones within that 
narrow concept of ‘actual, proper’ language study was quite limited. The identification of the 
concepts of ‘actual, proper’ study and ‘study-lite’ activities, and the roles  that smartphones can 
play within these forms of language study, are some of the key findings of this research as they 
relate directly to the research questions in the present study regarding learner likeliness or 
reluctance to use smartphones for language learning purposes, and these findings will be 
revisited in Chapters 5 and 6.  
 
4.3 Second languages on social media  
As already described in the profile of the participants, they are frequent users of a variety of 
social media and messaging apps. They spend multiple hours a day on these devices, and the 
vast majority of this time is on their smartphone, rather than any other device. Thus, their social 
media activity is effectively a strand of their overall smartphone activity. Nevertheless, the 
amount of time spent on social media, and the opportunities it provides for exposure to and use 
of second languages, makes it worthy of its own section, and social media were referred to 




encountered and engaged with second languages on social media, and the extent to which they 
exploited the learning opportunities these media afford. 
 
4.3.1 Encountering second languages on social media  
The majority of the participants were active on different social media platforms. As described 
when profiling the participants, 98% (n=82/84) of respondents had an account on Facebook, 
followed by Snapchat (94%), and Instagram (88%), all of which were accessed multiple times 
each day, with the other platforms examined in the survey – Twitter, LinkedIn, Tumblr, and 
Pinterest being accessed less frequently by notably fewer participants. On these social media 
platforms, the participants encountered second-language in different ways, including posts and 
comments from friends, and to a lesser extent, content from second-language pages they had 
‘liked’ or ‘followed’, and which consequently appeared in their newsfeed. This kind of 
exposure was not uniform, with some participants reporting regular encounters, while others 
recorded none at all. 
 
4.3.1.1 Encountering second-language content from social media contacts 
Survey question 12 examined the frequency with which respondents encountered second-
language comments or posts on social media. As shown in Figure 4.17, while the distribution 
of responses was relatively even, the most common response was ‘almost never/never’ with 
29.8% (n=25/84), with 20.2% (n=17/84) reporting such encounters daily. The participants in 
this study are all students of at least one modern language at the University of Limerick and as 
survey question 8 revealed, more than half (54/84) felt it was at least somewhat true that they 
had lots of foreign friends on their social media platforms; thus it might be imagined that they 
would encounter second-language content regularly, from friends and indeed from any 
accounts they might follow for language learning purposes. Yet for more than half the 
respondents encountering a second language on social media, for any reason, was occasional 
at best. Such a finding contrasts with Alm (2015) who reported higher levels of second 
language use on social media, yet echoes Trinder (2017) who found a preference for more 
traditional study resources over more recently developed tools such as social media. Section 
5.1.5.2 explores potential factors behind the levels of engagement of this cohort, and steps to 





Figure 4.17: Survey question 12: frequency of encountering second language on social media 
 
As  shown in Figure 4.18, data for survey question 8 showed that a combined 64.3% of 
respondents (n=54/84) felt it was either strongly or somewhat true that they had ‘lots of foreign 
friends on social media’. Thus, it might be expected that they would encounter second-language 
content quite regularly, but the data above show this not to be the case. In this case, the presence 
of a number of foreign friends on social media did not result in frequent exposure to second 
languages on social media. 
 
Figure 4.18: Survey question 8: Foreign friends on social media 
 
Case study questions 7 and 8 investigated the nature of this limited exposure to second 
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encounters with second languages on their smartphones ‘as part of my social life/social media 
activity’.  Data for case study question 8 revealed that there were exactly the same number of 
encounters - 46 - with second-language content through ‘reading social media content/posts’, 
which was the third-highest response after the learning-related encounters mentioned in the 
previous paragraph. Although these encounters are not necessarily limited to content from their 
foreign friends but could come from other sources, such as second-language pages they had 
liked or followed, data for survey question 12 revealed that only 7.14% (n=6/84) ‘access a 
language learning page on social media’ on a daily basis, with another 8.33% doing so regularly, 
while 70.2% effectively never do so. This indicates that for the participants of this study, while 
their exposure to second-language content on social media was irregular, the majority of the 
second-language content they did encounter was produced or shared by their friends.  
However, as both the case study and interview data showed, these encounters were not evenly 
distributed.  Case study data revealed that while P14 encountered second-language content 
daily on social media, and P16 did so in 6 of the 7 case study reports she completed, P3, P15, 
and P20 had no such second-language encounters of any kind. In the interview, P10 revealed 
that she did not come across the languages unless she was studying, and P20 noticed that the 
case study had made him realise just how infrequently he encountered second-language content 
on social media, commenting that ‘you wouldn’t happen to see your second language on 
Facebook or anything, as much as you think you might have before the survey started like.’ 
The significance of awareness-raising regarding learners’ use of smartphones and social media 
is discussed in Chapters 5 and 6. 
Overall, even though a majority of participants reported having foreign friends on social media, 
this did not translate into the majority of participants encountering second-language content on 
a daily or even regular basis, and as Section 4.3.2 will describe, engagement with the language 
they encountered was infrequent. 
 
4.3.1.2 Encounters from ‘liking’ or ‘following’ second-language pages of interest 
As already mentioned, it is possible to curate a regular stream of second-language content on 
social media by liking or following the accounts of things that are of interest. A student of 
French with an interest in sport could, for example, ‘like’ or ‘follow’ the page of a French 




be exposed to a regular drip-feed of relevant content, which might lead to instances of vicarious 
learning, a form of learning discussed in Section 2.2.5.2. 
However, the data indicated that was not a practice widely employed by the participants in this 
study. As already mentioned, data for survey question 12 revealed that only 7.1% (n=6/84) 
encountered second-language content from language learning pages on a daily basis, with 
70.2% never having such encounters. Moreover, as shown in Figure 4.19, data for survey 
question 12 also revealed that only a combined 25% (n=21/84) felt it was true that they used 
social media for their language study, with 48.8% (n=41/84) strongly disagreeing. 
 
Figure 4.19: Survey question 12: use of social media for language study 
 
 Although the case study did not directly examine the specific practice of ‘liking’ or following’ 
second-language pages, data did appear in the group interview.  P20 reported that one reason 
for his limited exposure to second language on social media was that he did not follow any 
pages that produced second-language content, commenting that ‘I suppose you wouldn’t have 
as much pages on Facebook liked or whatever, that would end up popping up on your newsfeed.’  
On the other hand,  P19 commented that ‘I found that there was stuff like on Facebook because 
I had liked pages so that stuff would come up.’  P18 likewise commented that ‘I find, like, that 
I’m always reading the Facebook posts or whatever, because I’m following all the pages.’ 
Similarly, P3 mentioned that ‘it’d be kind of YouTube or Instagram, and I’d choose it 
beforehand, I suppose, to have that in my news feed.’ However, as P3 had not reported any 
instances of encountering second-language content on social media in her case study reports, 
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Overall, while the survey and case study participants were exposed to second-language content 
on social media, these encounters were unevenly distributed, with frequency ranging from daily 
to occasional at best, and were effectively non-existent for a proportion of the learners in this 
study. The encounters that did take place were more likely to be as a result of the second-
language content produced or shared by their social media friends than due to curation of their 
social media preferences to ensure regular encounters with their target languages. Although 
instances of the latter behaviour were evident from the group interview data, survey data 
revealed that deliberate use of social media to help with language learning was occasional at 
best for a clear majority of respondents. As will be described in more detail when discussing 
the participants attitudes towards social media as language learning tools, the data indicated 
that a large majority of participants view social media firstly as separate from their language 
studies,  and secondly, as an escape from or reward for their language studies, rather than 
playing a key role as a language learning resource. 
 
4.3.2 Second-language production on social media 
The previous section described the ways in which the participants encountered second-
language on social media. However, just as with second-language encounters on smartphones 
in general, some of these encounters were passive, with the participants not producing any 
second-language content of their own. This section will discuss the ways in which the 
participants did, or did not, produce second-language content on social media. 
 
4.3.2.1 Second-language public comments or posts 
Data relating to the extent and nature of second-language comments and posts on social media 
was extracted from all three stages of the research study. In the survey, question 12 examined 
this activity directly. Firstly, question 12 investigated the frequency with which the respondents 
‘use a language other than my native language on social media’,  and as shown in Figure 4.20, 
10.7% (n=9/84) did so daily and 16.7% did so regularly, while for a combined 72.6%, this was 





Figure 4.20: Survey question 12: Frequency of second-language use on social media 
 
Survey question 12 also focused on second-language comments or posts explicitly, as can be 
seen in Figure 4.21. The data for public comments showed lower levels of production, with 
only 8.3% doing so daily and 10.7% making public second-language comments regularly, 
while a majority of 54.8% (n=46/84) almost never did so. 
 
Figure 4.21: Survey question 12: Frequency of public second-language comments on social media 
The slight disparity in responses between the two charts indicates that while any kind of 
second-language production on social media is limited, some of this production is occurring as 
private messages rather than public comments, and private communication on social media is 
discussed in more detail in the next section. 
The limited extent of public second-language comments on social media was also evident in 
the case study data. While there were, as already mentioned, 46 instances of reading second-
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that there were only 12 instances of second language ‘commenting on social media 
content/posts’. Furthermore, these 12 instances were accounted for by just 5 participants - P14 
with 5 comments, P16 with 3 comments, P12 with 2 comments, P1 and P17 with 1 comment 
each, leaving 15 of 20 case study participants who did not make any public second language 
comments on social media throughout the case study. The relative frequency of the comments 
of P14 may be explained by the fact that P14 was a Chinese student at the University of 
Limerick, and was thus surrounded by a cohort of friends who were native speakers of her 
second language of English. 
Although having a cohort of friends to communicate with in a second language is important, it 
was not always a key factor in production of second-language comments on social media. 
Although the survey did not identify what year of their studies each respondent was in, and 
consequently, whether they had completed their Erasmus experience or not, the case study data 
did shed light on this topic. While some of the participants were first-year students who might 
simply lack a body of social media friends who were native speakers of their target languages, 
of the 4 fourth-year students, 2 students were notably lacking in second-language comments. 
P13, a fourth-year student who had completed her Erasmus studies in France, and might be 
considered likely to have built up a network of French-speaking friends as a result, did not 
record a single public comment in a second language. Likewise, P5, another fourth-year student 
who reported encountering second-language content on social media on 6 of the 7 occasions 
she completed the case study form, did not record a single instance of spoken or written second-
language communication on her smartphone during the study. Even for those students who had 
built up a network of friends who spoke their target language, and whether deliberately 
unwittingly, had established a Personal Learning Environment of sorts, exploitation of this 
environment was limited.  
In the interview, factors influencing these public comments, and the absence of them, were 
explored. P16 referenced the activity on 2 occasions. Firstly, she commented that the case study 
itself had heightened her awareness of her second-language use, and that she tended to notice 
activities such as social media comments on a second language, and the importance of 
awareness-raising is mentioned in Chapter 6. Secondly, she noted that if she was exposed to a 
particular piece of second-language social media content which had been posted by a friend 
who was a native speaker of her target languages, this is ‘the only time I would comment in a 




English, they ‘will just laugh about it, in English.’ P16 was the only interview attendee to 
comment on making public comments on a second language on social media. 
More common was the interview attendees explaining why they did not make such public 
comments. One factor identified during analysis was that the participants felt the lack of a ‘need’ 
to make second language comments on social media. P20, for example, said that ‘I wouldn’t 
really see any need to posting in a second language really. I may message in a second language, 
but I wouldn’t really post, yeah.’  Although P20 did not go into more detail on what this ‘need’ 
might entail, P18 and P10 did offer some context. P18 commented that while she was often 
exposed to second-language content on social media such as Facebook, she ‘just never feel the 
need to comment, because, not having people there that speak the other language to comment 
to.’ Here, the need to comment is linked to having an audience for the comment itself, a reason 
which was also offered by P10. This participant, a first-year student, explained that her social 
media contacts were mainly her friends from school, who were not students of French and 
would not be able to understand the comments, so ‘you wouldn’t use a different language with 
someone else […] there’s no need really.’ 
As well as not feeling the ‘need’ to make second-language comments, which often stemmed 
from a lack of an audience of friends in the target language, the participants also mentioned the 
potential for embarrassment. P10 highlighted her fears of making a mistake and ‘people will 
see, everybody will see that you made a mistake’. P16 referenced a different potential cause 
for embarrassment, which was starting or joining a second-language interaction to which she 
would not be able to fully contribute, commenting that ‘you understand what it says, and you 
tag them in it, and the person that you tagged is from that country and they reply with a sentence 
that you don’t understand, so you’re coming back with a “yeah yeah” and a smiley face.’ 
The issue of confidence in second-language production, implied in the previous paragraph, was 
also referenced explicitly at one point during the interview. P16 commented that she did not 
like commenting in languages in which she was not proficient, because ‘you’re not confident 
it, you just feel really bad when you don’t understand anything, and you go over to the one you 
know more, because you know more vocab or you’re just more proficient in it, just like, ok I 
understand that, so it makes you more confident.’ 
Overall, the data highlighted that public comments in a second language on social media were 
very infrequent, with a majority of participants in both the survey and case study never making 




included the lack of a suitable audience for such comments, and issues with a lack of confidence 
in, and proficiency in, their target languages which created the potential for embarrassment if 
they were to attempt such public posts.  
 
4.3.2.2 Second-language private messages  
Most social media and messaging apps allow private as well as public comments, and in the 
case of some messaging apps, private comments, either to one other individual or to a group, 
are the only kind of communication facilitated. There is also an inevitable blurring of the 
boundaries between social media and messaging platforms. For example, a social network site 
such as Facebook uses a different app, the Messenger app, for private messaging on 
smartphones, while messaging apps such as Whapsapp and Snapchat describe themselves as 
social media apps, rather than purely messaging apps. This section examines the private 
messaging that occurs on these platforms. 
The extent to which the participants received written second-language contact their 
smartphones has already been discussed in Section 4.2.1.2, with a combined 29.7% (n=25/84) 
do receive such communication on at least a regular basis, but 47.6% never receiving such 
contact. Data for survey question 16, as shown in Figure 4.22, indicates that the clear majority 
(94.1%, n=79/84) of written contact takes place on social media and messaging platforms, 
rather than by email or text message. 
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Notwithstanding this preference for social media over emails or text messages, the data 
described in the previous section revealed that any use of second languages on social media 
was infrequent, and data for survey question 11 highlighted that written production of second 
languages on smartphones, for any reason, was occasional at best for a clear majority (72.6%, 
n=61/84) of students. Moreover, as shown in Figure 4.23, further data for survey question 11 
reveals that receiving second languages on their smartphones, which would encompass social 
media and messaging platforms as well as email and text, was similarly limited. 15.5% 
(n=13/84) received such messages daily and 14.3% received them regularly, while 47.6% 
almost never received any second-language messages on their smartphone, whether on social 
media, messaging apps, or in any other way. 
 
Figure 4.23: Survey question 11: Frequency of receipt of second language messages on smartphone 
 
While the extent of private messaging on social media was limited, it did occur and was evident 
across the data. As described in the previous section, survey question 12 revealed that while 
10.7% (n=9/84) used a second language on social media daily and 16.7% did so regularly, only 
8.3% made public second-language  comments  daily and 10.7% did so regularly, leaving a 
proportion of respondents who were commenting privately rather than publicly. Data for case 
study question 8 revealed 23 instances of ‘written communication with friends (also through 
social media or messaging)’. Based on these 23 instances, in comparison with the 12 instances 
of public comments on social media, it could be interpreted that the participants were twice as 














Daily Regularly Occasionally Almost never/Never




However, similar to the public comments described earlier, the 23 instances were also limited 
to a small number of participants. P14 recorded 7 such instances, P12 had 5, P1 had 4, P16 had 
3, P4 had 2, and P13 and P20 both had 1, leaving 13 participants who sent no messages at all. 
Combining the 23 private messages and 12 public comments recorded in the data, here were a 
combined 35 instances of second-language production on social media. When the data for 
private messages are cross-referenced with the data for public comments, there were 4 
participants (P1, P12, P14 and P16) who engaged in both private and public comments during 
the case study, and were collectively responsible for 85.7% (n=30/35) of all second-language 
production on social media. On the other hand, there were 11 participants who made no second-
language comments of any kind on social media for the duration of the case study. Such a lack 
of second-language comments highlights the extent to which learners are unready or unwilling 
to use second languages on social media, and thus fail to exploit a potentially valuable resource, 
and the topic of how to integrate social media into the learners’ second-language environment 
is discussed in Chapters 5 and 6.  
In the group interview, only 2 participants referenced sending messages or texts in a second 
language. Participant 10, who had recorded no private or public comments on social media, did 
report sending text messages in her target language of French to a friend, and although she 
described these as ‘messing’, she was also aware that these texts served both to reinforce their 
existing knowledge of French, if ‘we are kind of texting what we know’, or to introduce new 
elements of French, if ‘she texts back something that I don’t know, I can see that.’ It may be 
the case that these ‘texts’ were in fact SMS messages or they may have been messages on a 
messaging app which P10 did not consider to be social media. Participant 20 references second-
language only briefly, in the context of why they did not tend to make any public 
comments/posts in a second language, saying that ‘I may message in a second language, but I 
wouldn’t really post, yeah.’  
Overall, private messaging in a second language on social media was quite infrequent. While 
the survey participants were more likely to comment publicly than message privately, for the 
case study participants, the order of the behaviours was reversed. In both data sets, however, 
the extent of private messaging on smartphones in general was quite imbalanced, with some 
messaging frequently, but for a majority of participants it was very  limited, and in both data 





4.3.3 Perceptions of social media as language learning tools 
The previous sections have described the various ways in which the participants encountered 
and produced second languages on social media. Just as Section 4.2.4 examined the participants’ 
perceptions of smartphones as learning tools, this section moves from exploring the participants’ 
behaviour  on social media to examining the perceptions they hold of social media as language 
learning tools. The participants’ perceptions of the value of social media as resources for 
language learning is also one of the central topics identified from the data and will be discussed 
in greater detail in Chapter 5, but a summary of the key findings will be introduced in the 
concluding Section 4.4. 
Survey question 12 examined the participants’ perceptions of the role that social media play in 
their learning and exposure to second-language content. As shown in Figure 4.24, only a 
minority use social media as part of their general or language studies  on a regular basis, with 
a notable number effectively never doing so. Moreover, although, as already discussed, the 
participants were likely to encounter second language comments or posts on social media, only 
a combined 27.4% felt like they learned new words from these encounters on at least a regular 
basis. 
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Data for survey question 13 reinforced the findings for question 12, revealing that only a very 
small minority of respondents actually use social media to practice their second languages, 
with a majority doing so occasionally at best, as revealed in Figure 4.25.  
 
Figure 4.25: Survey question 13: Frequency of use of social media for learning purposes 
 
Moreover, despite using social media for hours each day, and encountering second language 
content on these media, a minority of 30.9% (n=26/84) said that they learned something from 
these encounters on at least a regular basis, with 38.1% (n=32/84) either never having such 
encounters in the first place, or feeling that they never learned anything from the encounters 
they did have. 
Data for survey question 16 shed perhaps the most notable light on the attitudes the participants 
have of social media as resources for language learning and language use. One item in question 
16 asked whether social media is a place where they can practice their second languages, and 
as Figure 4.26 reveals, the majority of respondents did not hold strong opinions, considering 
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Regarding your encounters with a second language (SL), 
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Figure 4.26: Survey Question 16: Social media as a venue for language practice 
 
Thus, although the participants do have a number of foreign friends on social media, and do 
encounter second-language content there, they are torn on whether it is a place where they can 
practice their second languages. However, considering this data in light of the data shown in 
Figure 4.24, which revealed that the participants used social media for learning purposes 
occasionally at best, it seems that while they may consider themselves tentatively open to the 
concept of using social media for this reason, it is not reflected in their study practices.  
 Data for another item in question 16 further illuminates their attitudes, revealing that a majority 
of participants see their social media activity as unrelated to their language studies, as displayed 
in Figure 4.27. 
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Other items in survey question 16 examine the respondents’ attitudes towards social media 
from a range of perspectives, including how much social media motivate them, how these 
media connect to their other studies, and how they view social media as venues for serious 
study. The data is shown in Figure 4.28 and reveals that only a small minority strongly believed 
that social media are a central part of their language study, that social media support their other 
language study, and that social media motivate them in their studies. On the other hand, a 
majority of respondents felt that social media were not places for serious study, and similar to 
their perceptions of smartphones, a clear majority felt that social media were something they 
used to escape their studies, rather than being an important part of them. 
 
Figure 4.28: Survey question 16: Learner attitudes towards social media 
 
Overall, the survey data highlighted that a majority of students perceived their social media 
activity to be a separate sphere to their language studies, and although they do encounter 
second-language content on social media, they are not likely to engage with or learn from the 
content they encounter. Social media afford numerous ways for language learners to ensure 
regular encounters with their target languages, but in general, the respondents in this study did 




























SM is a central part of
my language study.
My use of SM
supports my other
language study.
SM motivates me to
study language
SM is not a place for
serious study.
I use SM to escape
study.
Regarding your use of social media (SM), are the following statements 
true for you?




Rather, just as they did with smartphones, they perceived social media to be platforms they 
could escape to, or use as a reward for, their ‘actual, proper’ language study. These findings 
relate directly to the research questions of this study and are discussed in more detail in 
Chapters 5 and 6. 
As already discussed the case study data revealed that the participants were more likely to 
encounter second-language content on their smartphones as part of study rather than leisure, 
and that their social media-based second-language interaction was infrequent. The notable lack 
of production of second-language comments indicates that the participants, as in the survey, 
were not utilising social media as venues for their language study or use.  
As shown in Table 4.3, data for case study questions revealed that the majority of the 
participants’ second language encounters were both planned and part of study.  
Table 4.3: Case study questions 10 and 11: nature of second-language encounters 


















These data indicate that that only a limited amount of casual or incidental learning taking place, 
and that the participants were not spending much non-study time in a second-language social 
media environment. 
The group interview data contained very few data which indicated that the participants valued 
social media as language learning resources.  P4 mentioned that when he encountered new 
content on social media, he might try to learn the particular word or phrase he had come across, 
while P10 mentioned that casual exposure to video content on social media might help with 
her pronunciation in her target language of French. On the other hand, P18 highlighted the 
importance of being in the right frame of mind when encountering second-language content, 
commenting that ‘I found that for the […] the formal kind of learning, where you’d be going 




away’, whereas incidental encounters were less beneficial: ‘but if you’re coming across it on 
something more like Facebook, I was learning things less often then.’ 
This concept of needing to be in the right frame of mind was repeated during the interview, 
with P16 who uses the word ‘mentality’, commenting that when she used a language learning 
app, she ‘went into the language app, I went in with the mentality that…yeah ok I’m going to 
do some study now’.  This idea of mentality is linked to the topic of ‘actual, proper’ study 
discussed earlier, and the narrow perceptions the participants held of what constitutes ‘actual, 
proper’ study. As P4, explains, ‘I think it mostly involves grammar and vocab. So like, kind of 
like sitting down, and if you’re learning verbs, and like writing them out, multiple times, if that 
helps, or reading them out multiple times.’ This view of ‘actual, proper’ study as quite a formal 
and structured activity, generally based around vocabulary and grammar activities was echoed 
by other participants in the group interview. For this ‘actual, proper’ study, it was the laptop 
which was viewed as most appropriate, rather than smartphones, and by extension social media, 
which, as P16 put it, are for ‘just playing around.’ This concept of what ‘actual, proper’ study 
consists of, and the importance of being in the right ‘mentality’ for these periods of study to be 
beneficial, will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter. 
Although the group interview data did not indicate that the participants valued social media as 
venues for language learning, they did make some positive comments about social media as 
places where they could recognise their improvement in their target languages. Comments from 
P4 regarding watching Japanese language video content portray this most clearly. Although he 
did not feel ’like I’d learned something new from it’, he did explain that ‘if I was watching 
something, say in Japanese, and I didn’t have to read the subtitles to understand it, it kind of 
shows that I’ve learned it before. So it kind of shows that I do know some things, and kind of 
those little moments, I’m like, ‘Go me!’’ 
Similar sentiments were expressed by P20, who commented that ‘if you scroll, if you scroll 
through something, and you understand it, it can be enjoyable to read it, knowing you can 
understand it.’ Likewise, P3 identified the same perspective, ‘Or, kind of just like 
understanding the context or whatever, whereas I wouldn’t have before, so like learning that 
way.’ Thus, even though the data from all elements of the research indicate that social media, 
and smartphones in general,  played a limited role in the participants’ language learning, and 
they are unlikely to value them as resources for actually learning something in or about their 




they may encounter second-language content in a way which serves to demonstrate their 
improved proficiency in their target languages. 
 
4.4 Topics identified for discussion 
Through examination of the data sets in light of the research questions, some key topics have 
been identified, which will be discussed in the next chapter. 
 The research questions are as follows: 
1. If and how do the learners currently use their mobile phones to aid their language learning? 
2. For what reasons are the learners likely to view a mobile phone as a useful language learning 
tool? 
3. For what reasons are the learners likely to be reluctant to view a mobile phone as a language 
learning tool? 
4. To what extent do the learners view social media as potential language learning resources? 
5. To what extent do the learners view language learning as the goal of mobile-assisted 
activities in their L2? 
 
The first topic is the learners’ perceptions of what constitutes ‘actual, proper’ study (a trope 
introduced in Section 4.2.4), how learners gain the correct ‘mentality’ for such study, and what 
activities and devices fall within that perception. This perception can be contrasted with their 
behaviours on and perceptions of social media and smartphone use, in terms of the extent to 
which an overlap exists between these two perceptions. 
The second topic is the learners’ use of and attitudes to second-language learning on 
smartphones, whether or not it plays a role in their language learning, and whether these 
behaviours and attitudes allow learners to find a place for the device in their learning. 
The third topic is the learners’ use of and attitudes to second-language learning on social media, 
and an examination of the extent to which learners view social media as a part of, or as an 




In light of the three preceding topics, the fourth topic is to review the wider landscape of 
smartphone-mediated activity, including uses of smartphones and social media at earlier levels 
of education, and societal concern at overuse of or addiction to smartphones, as well as issues 
with online bullying.  
Finally, taking the previous four topics into consideration, the fifth topic is to identify if and 
how the language teacher can find for themselves an approach to language teaching which 
incorporates smartphones or social media in a manner which is both productive and which 
aligns with wider societal perceptions about the role of smartphones in society and in learning. 
 
4.5 Conclusion to the chapter 
This chapter has provided a thematic description and analysis of the participants’ behaviours 
on and perceptions of both smartphones and social media as language learning resources by 
triangulating data from all three strands of the research. 
First, the participants’ encounters with and production of second-language content on their 
smartphones was examined through analysis of the data from the survey, case study, and 
interview. The findings revealed that while there was a small number of respondents for whom 
their smartphone, and their social media activity, was a meaningful part of their language 
studies, for the majority, it played a peripheral role at best, with many viewing their devices as 
separate from their language studies. 
Secondly, the participants exposure to and use of second languages on social media was 
explored by examining the data from the three data sets. The findings indicated that, similar to 
their use of and perceptions of smartphones, social media are not platforms on which second-
languages are commonly used, and not platforms which the participants value as venues for 
the kind of ‘actual, proper’ study which they see as worthwhile. Social media were, however,  
places for some less formal ‘study-lite’ activity, as well as places where the participants could 
recognise their improvement in their language proficiency. 
Finally, the chapter introduced the topics which will be discussed in the following chapter. The 
first topic is to explore in greater detail this perception of ‘real’ study and having the ‘mentality’ 
for study. Exploration of this topic will be combined with a deeper understanding of how the 
learners use smartphones and social media, the value they place on them as language learning 




examined are the wider societal perceptions of smartphones and their merits and demerits, in 
both an educational and wider context, and within that, to identify ways that smartphones and 


























CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION OF RESULTS 
 
Introduction 
The previous chapter provided an in-depth description of the results of each strand of research 
data, and concluded by bringing the data together into broad topics. This chapter will firstly 
provide a detailed response to the research questions listed in the introduction chapter, which 
were extrapolated from the main research problem. Secondly, the information provided will be 
used to explore these broad topics in greater detail, and offer a substantial discussion on the 
key factors which influenced the learners’ use of, and perceptions of, smartphones and social 
media as language learning resources.  
Section 5.1 deals with the research questions. In sub-sections 5.1.1 – 5.1.5, each of the research 
questions will be re-examined and responded to through analysis and interpretation of the data, 
and the section will also compare and contrast the findings with previous research in the 
relevant fields. The subsequent sections will offer an in-depth discussion of each of the broad 
topics which have been identified during the study.  
Section 5.2 broadens the discussion into a number of key topics that were identified during the 
data analysis. Section 5.2.1 will  revisit the ‘actual, proper’ study trope introduced in Section 
4.2.4, will examine the concept of what constitutes such study in the learners’ minds, and 
briefly introduces the implications of this concept of study. Section 5.2.2 will explore the 
learners’ use of and perceptions of their smartphones as actual and potential language learning 
tools. Section 5.2.3 will discuss their uses of and perceptions of social media in the same light.  
Throughout Section 5.2, the chapter will also introduce wider educational and societal concerns 
over smartphone and social media use and misuse, and will emphasise the importance of 
developing an approach to Smartphone-assisted Language Learning (SMALL) which reflects, 
and is justified within, these educational and societal spheres. Figure 5.1 provides a visual 





Figure 5.1: Structure of Chapter 5 
 
5.1 The research questions 
The current study seeks to identify the nature and extent of the participants’ self-regulated 
engagement with second languages on smartphones and social media, as well as their 
perceptions of these things as language learning resources. From such findings, the study hopes 
to establish a pathway towards a more systematic, structured and effective form of mobile 
language learning. This section revisits the research questions and examines them in light of 
the data collected and analysed. The study posed the following research questions, which will 
be discussed individually: 
• If and how do the learners currently use their mobile phones to aid their language learning? 
• For what reasons are the learners likely to view a mobile phone as a useful language learning 
tool? 
• For what reasons are the learners likely to be reluctant to view a mobile phone as a language 
learning tool? 
• To what extent do the learners view social media as potential language learning resources? 
• To what extent do the learners view language learning as the goal of mobile-assisted activities 
in their L2? 
 
5.1.1 Q1: If and how do the learners currently use their smartphones to aid their 
language learning? 
As documented in Section 2.2.4, previous research has highlighted various ways in which 
learners use their smartphones as part of their self-regulated or informal language learning 
This section revisits the research questions and 
responds in light of the data analyis and 
interpretation.
5.1 The research questions
This section moves beyond the research
questions and identifies and explores
different topics for discussion which were
identified during the data analysis stage.





behaviours. These studies have spanned a number of foci, ranging from vocabulary acquisition 
to improving grammar to personalising learning. In this study, data from all the research 
instruments employed revealed that the learners used their smartphones to support their 
language learning in a variety of ways, and this section will examine the findings of this study 
in light of the previous research. 
 
5.1.1.1 Smartphone as dictionary 
The most common usage of the participants’ smartphone was as a dictionary, and the data 
indicate that dictionary use was primarily linked to their homework or coursework related to 
their UL studies. This could be either as a dictionary app, or by using the phone to access a 
dictionary website. These encounters are likely to be quite brief but constitute a deliberate 
language learning activity. This is similar to the findings of Lin and Deifell (2013) who 
recorded frequent online dictionary use among their learners, while that study also noted a 
preference for laptops when possible, rather than smartphones, to access dictionaries and other 
digital resources. The findings of the current study contrast with the findings of Mindog (2016) 
whose study of the app preferences of Japanese learners of English reported few instances of 
dictionary use, with learners opting for social media app downloads instead. Overall, dictionary 
use was inconsistent, with some learners reporting no language learning apps on their phone; 
nevertheless, it was one of the most regular uses of smartphones across the current study. 
 
5.1.1.2 Language learning apps 
In the current study, another use of smartphones which emerged in the data was for language-
learning apps (LLA). Previous research on LLA includes Garcia (2013), who highlighted the 
merits of Duolingo for improving grammatical accuracy and sentence structure, and Kim and 
Kwon (2012), who reported on the merits of LLA for receptive skills, if not productive skills. 
In this study, although much less common that dictionary use, learners did use other LLA on 
their smartphones, with apps such as Duolingo, Kahoot!, and Memrise mentioned. Although 
the comments on LLA did not mention the benefits described in the studies mentioned above, 




activity’.  Other participants made brief references to non-specific LLA, without mentioning 
particular aspects of or benefits from the LLA. 
These mentions show that some learners do make use of LLA in their language learning, but 
not to a significant degree. Beyond these brief mentions, dedicated LLA use was extremely 
limited across all strands of data, with more than 50% of learners having either no LLA or 1 
LLA on their phone, and with case study data revealing only 13 instances of other LLA usage 
from 133 case reports. Thus, although LLA represent one obvious way in which learners can 
engage in the kind of self-regulated ‘anytime, anywhere’ learning envisioned by MALL 
advocates, in this study the learners were not significantly inclined to engage in such learning. 
As described in Chapter 4, the participants in this study held clear perceptions of what ‘actual. 
proper’ study is, and what the resources and practices involved in such study encompass. 
Oleson and Hora (2013) cite the maxim that teachers “teach the way they were taught”, but it 
might be applied in this context as “learners learn the way they were taught”.  Blazar and Kraft 
(2017) examined the impact of teaching methods on the learning attitudes and practices of the 
learners and concluded that while learning habits are influenced by multiple factors, teaching 
methods is one such influence.  
Language teaching practices in which smartphones are not utilised may only serve to perpetuate 
these narrow perceptions of how a language can be studied, and indeed, learning habits may be 
shaped, or become fixed, even at this young age. Thus, some controlled focus on mobile 
learning in the second-level classroom, whether as a dictionary, or with use as LLA, or in other 
ways, would be valuable, and recommendations are made to this effect in Section 6.2. 
 
5.1.1.3 Personalising learning 
According to several researchers, smartphones may lend themselves to personalising learning 
either through personalising the content the learners encounter (Steel 2012) or through 
personalising the learning schedule by offering greater flexibility and convenience (Zou and Li 
2015).  One key aspect of personalising content is through curation of social media preferences 
to generate a regular drip-feed of target-language content, and this aspect is discussed in more 





Along with dictionary use and other LLA, the participants in this study reported sporadic 
mentions of other ways in which smartphones were used for personalising content for language 
learning purposes. One case study participant had switched her smartphone’s operating system 
to Spanish, to ensure regular encounters with her target language. Another participant 
occasionally sent second-language messages to a fellow student of French in order to practice 
the language, and mentioned speaking to the phone itself for pronunciation practice.  
Personalising learning in terms of time is another potential benefit of MALL, as learners can 
access materials at a time of their choosing (Lai and Zheng 2018), at a pace of their choosing 
(Pengnate 2018) and, ideally, fit learning into the ‘in-between spaces’ in life (Pegrum 2014, 
p.211). In this study, however, the learners did not show a significant tendency to avail of the 
opportunity to do this. Only a minority of survey respondents opted to study when they ‘had a 
few minutes to kill’, and the concept did not arise in the case study interview at all. 
Overall, instances of personalising their learning on smartphones were extremely infrequent, 
and limited to just a couple of case study participants. This brings to mind Stockwell’s 2008 
paper highlighting a lack of student readiness for self-directed MALL and suggests that more 
than a decade later, and despite the tremendous number of apps and websites available through 
a smartphone, students are still unready, or unwilling, to take advantage of the learning 
affordances of smartphones, as echoed by Trinder (2017) among others, as highlighted in 
Section 2.2.4.3. 
As highlighted by Nihat Sad et al. (2020, p.20), learners who are simply left to explore the 
educational benefits of smartphones by themselves tend to make poor choices and spend too 
much time online, leading them to conclude ‘that not the quantity but the quality of the time 
spent with the smartphones matters in terms of language learning.’ A similar sentiment was 
expressed by Shadiev et al. (2020) who suggest that teachers have an important role to play in 
providing resources to students to help improve their online personalised learning choices, and 
by Godwin-Jones (2020, p.8) who stresses the importance of developing the mentality of 
considering ‘the classroom as only one mode in a learner’s personal learning system’. 
Recommendations are made about the role of the teacher in helping learners become more 





5.1.1.4 Incidental encounters with target languages  
As well as deliberate language-learning activities, learners also engaged in activities which, 
while not primarily aimed at language learning, did lead to exposure to and engagement with 
their target language. These activities included social media activity which consisted mainly of 
reading, but not writing, second-language content, watching second-language video content, 
listening to second-language music, and less frequently, browsing second language online 
content, and spoken and written second-language communication. 
Although these activities were for entertainment or communication purposes, the learners were 
aware of the impact such activities can have on their language learning. The fact that the 
activity was personal and enjoyable made it more meaningful, and consequently, more 
engaging and beneficial, for the learners. The value of meaningful personal use of a second 
language has been discussed before (Ortega 2007; Pyun 2013) and specific to CALL (Jarvis 
and Achilleos 2013; Kato, Spring and Mori 2016). In Jarvis and Achilleos (2013) for example, 
the participants were frequently using their second languages across a variety of media, and 
quite aware of the extent to which they were learning from these encounters, but in the present 
study, the lack of second-language content produced by the participants suggested that they 
were not engaging in personal and meaningful use of the language to a significant degree. With 
the exception of engaging with second-language content on social media, the frequency of the 
other activities was limited, with some case study participants reporting no such activities at 
all over the two weeks of the case study. 
Overall, the learners’ use of their smartphones for language learning purposes was quite 
narrowly focused. Learners are most likely to use their smartphones as a dictionary to help with 
them with their homework or coursework, and other activities, such as use of LLA, or accessing 
language learning websites on smartphones, was limited in terms of both the number of learners 
engaging in such activities, and the frequency with which they did so. Other engagements with 
second languages, through social media, communication, and personal entertainment, were 
similarly limited in numbers and frequency. 
Thus, while learners are engaged on various activities on their smartphones, the narrow range 
of their activities meant that behaviours and characteristics which are considered central to 
MALL, including spontaneity (Ozdamli and Cavus 2011), and agency (Lai and Zheng 2018), 




university-related coursework and homework, rather than a device to support the development 
of a personalised learning environment. 
 
5.1.2 Q2: For what reasons are learners likely to view a smartphone as a useful 
language learning tool? 
As mentioned in the previous section, past research has reported the merits of MALL in 
allowing learners to take a more agentive role in the personalisation of their learning. However, 
as described, the learners in this study did not significantly utilise their smartphones for these 
purposes. Notwithstanding that, the data indicated that there were various learning situations 
in which learners viewed their smartphone as a useful device, and this section will discuss these 
in more detail.  
 
5.1.2.1 Supporting university-related studies 
As already mentioned, the bulk of the learners’ second-language use of their smartphones 
occurred when using the smartphones to help with university-related studies. This was the 
single most-commonly reported use in the case study data, and in the case of some case study 
participants, this represented the entirety of their engagement with second language on their 
smartphones.  
Examples of this included using traditional materials such as books or laptops in tandem with 
a smartphone, with the smartphone typically being used as a dictionary. This matches the 
description of MALL that involves ‘interactions with fixed technologies as well as mobile 
devices’ (Kukulska-Hulme et al. 2009, p.20). Such activity was not limited to homework, as 
group interview comments revealed that smartphones could also be used in class as a 
supplement to learning, although this is likely to be due to the unavailability of other devices 
in such moments, as participants commented that their smartphones were only an option if no 
other devices were available. This perception of the smartphone as a device of last resort echoes 
the research of Stockwell (2008) who reported that when learners were allowed to access 
second-language content on the device of their choice, the vast majority opted for laptops over 
smartphones, although Stockwell (2018) more recently suggested that ensuring digital 
materials have an appropriate pedagogical foundation could help alleviate such issues with 





5.1.2.2 Speed of access to content 
In this study, reasons given for opting for the smartphones included the constant proximity of 
the smartphone to the learner and consequently, the speed of access to apps or websites. In 
terms of deliberate language study, this includes access to dictionary apps or online 
dictionaries. Such reasons tally with previous research in this area, with similar reports from 
Steele (2012) and Wu (2015). As mentioned in the previous section, smartphones can also be 
used in the classroom to gain access to content in the absence of other devices. Apart from the 
uses already mentioned, other reasons for opting for the smartphone for a particular deliberate 
language-learning activity were rare. One case study participant mentioned using a smartphone 
for essay-writing simply as they did not own a laptop, but there were no instances of learners 
attributing a particular characteristic to their smartphones that aided their second-language 
studies. That is to say, smartphones primarily helped them through making their existing 
learning behaviours faster, rather than facilitating new learning behaviours, although the 
devices did facilitate ‘study-lite’ activities, which are discussed in the next section. 
For their other second-language activities, such as personal entertainment, communication, and 
social media, the portability of the smartphone means it was simply the device of choice for 
such activities, even when conducted in a second language. The learners’ exposure to social 
media overwhelmingly occurred on their smartphone, and it was the preferred device for 
listening to music and watching video content. Just as the learners associated ‘actual, proper’ 
study with the laptop (see Sections 5.1.3.3 and 5.1.3.4), they associated communication and 
entertainment with their smartphone. In relation to second-language music or video content, 
the smartphone is likely to facilitate new learning behaviours, as it makes such exposure to 
content more likely to occur in certain situations, such as while commuting to and from 
university, than on a laptop or tablet computer. University students’ lives contain numerous 
periods of time, such as spent commuting, or time spent waiting between lectures, which could 
be exploited as brief yet productive periods of language learning, if not as ‘actual, proper’ 
study, but rather ‘study-lite’ activity. Students are already filling up these brief spaces on their 
smartphones, whether listening to music, browsing social media, messaging friends or other 
activities. However, the extent to which learners are able to change their mindset and recognise 




autonomous and spontaneous way which is central to the concept of learner-centred MALL 
discussed in Section 2.2.1.1, seems to be limited.  
 
5.1.2.3 Smartphone for ‘study-lite’ activity 
Another notable finding was the concept of the smartphone as a ‘study-lite’ device. ‘Study-
lite’, in this context, means an activity which is less formal, less deliberate, and perhaps less 
tedious than ‘actual, proper’ study, while still possessing some language learning benefits. 
There are some overlaps, but also some differences, with the concept of Edutainment discussed 
in Section 2.2.5.3. Edutainment tends to focus on dedicated language learning materials which 
have been designed to also include an entertainment factor, and there were some such instances 
recorded in this study, with P16 reporting her use of LLA such as Memrise and Kahoot!, for 
instance, as constituting a balancing act between being a study activity and a time-wasting 
activity. In this study, however, there was more evidence of participants repurposing non-
dedicated language-learning resources, such as Youtube, for activity which was a hybrid of 
entertainment or relaxation with a learning element. For instance, P10 mentioned listening to 
French music on her smartphone, which she considered ‘a positive break from study’. Here, 
listening to music served as a kind of welcome ‘study-lite’ escape from the tedium of proper 
study.  
While the laptop is the device associated with ‘actual, proper’ study and the smartphone, if 
anything, is associated with an escape from, or reward after, study, there were instances in 
which smartphones served as a ‘study-lite’ break from study. This researcher came across this 
concept only rarely in his study of the related literature, with Demouy et al. (2016, p.19) quoting 
a learner who said some content can make her ‘kind of feel [I’m] chilling out, but at the same 
time [I’m] actually learning as well’. Although this perception of smartphones as a platform 
for these ‘study-lite’ activities did not receive widespread mention during the study, it remains 
interesting as it is not something that the researcher often encountered in his review of the 





5.1.2.4 Recognising improvement in language skills 
Although smartphones did not play a significant role in the learning activities of a majority of 
learners in this study, they were praised as a way in which the language learners could recognise 
their own improvements in their target language. Having a smartphone means the owner of the 
device is constantly online, and facilitates more, and more regular, encounters with target 
languages. Through these episodes, and their ability to comprehend the content they encounter, 
the learners recognise their own progress in their language learning. 
In the group interview, such encounters were most likely to take place on social media, when 
the learners came across and understood content that was previously too difficult for them, and 
the role of social media in recognising improved comprehension is discussed in Section 5.2.3. 
There were however, some instances of this which were not related to social media, such as 
texting friends in a second language and realising that they were producing texts of improved 
proficiency, or watching second-language video content and realising that they were not as 
reliant on subtitles as before. 
Recognition of improvement in language skills might not strictly be termed ‘language 
learning’, and one participant (P4) was quick to explain that while he valued such encounters,  
he did not consider these encounters to be language learning, because ‘It’s not like I’d learned 
something new from it’. Nevertheless, if smartphones, and the increased exposure to target 
languages which they facilitate, can help the learners to have such positive and consequently 
motivating experiences in their language learning journeys, perhaps the devices can be 
considered language learning tools in this context. Thus, as well as the attitudes held towards  
smartphones as devices which can support university-related studies, and on which ‘study-lite’ 
activities can take place (as mentioned above), smartphones can also be considered devices on 
which the learners recognise their improvement in their own language skills, even on media 
such as YouTube and Facebook, which they do not view as primarily language-learning 
resources. 
 
5.1.3 Q3: For what reasons are learners likely to be reluctant to view a smartphone as a 
language learning tool? 
As mentioned in 5.1.2 and 5.1.3, there are occasions on which learners use their smartphones 




are portable, convenient, and allow quick and easy access to apps and websites, serve as a 
device for more casual ‘study-lite’ activities, as well as helping learners recognise that their 
language abilities are improving.  However, there are also numerous situations in which 
learners are hesitant to utilise their smartphones as part of their learning, and there are various 
reasons for this hesitation. 
 
5.1.3.1 Physical limitations 
Numerous other studies have mentioned the size of smartphone as a factor in reluctance to use 
it for study purposes, or other lengthy or complex purposes (see Kiernan and Aizawa 2004; 
Kim and Kwon 2012; Yaman et al. 2015). This limitation was highlighted in this study also, 
with case study P3 explicitly referencing the size of the screen as a factor in her not using it as 
a language learning tool, and P19 commenting that the small screen size of a phone made it 
‘tiring on your eyes’.  
In the survey, a large majority of survey respondents agreed that after attempting to use a 
smartphone for a particular task, they often needed to use a laptop anyway, which could be a 
reference to size, difficulty inputting content, or other technical or physical limitations. These 
limitations, and the consequent constraints placed on the nature and extent of the learning that 
takes place on smartphones, supports the belief that smartphones are more suited to what Kim 
and Kwon term spontaneous ‘bite-size chunks’ of content (2012, p.52) rather than more 
prolonged or in-depth episodes of study; yet, as discussed in Section 5.1.5.2, the learners in 
this study displayed very limited interest in such spontaneous engagement. 
 
5.1.3.2 Potential for distraction  
A more common reason was distraction, or the potential for distraction, when using 
smartphones. During the interview, multiple participants highlighted the danger of using a 
smartphone for a short period as a learning tool, only to spend a longer period of time on some 
other website or app, such as social media. This finding echoes much of the research into the 
distractive nature of smartphones (see: Kukulska-Hulme 2009; Davie and Hilber 2015), and 




smartphone-mediated language learning. Suggestions for mitigating issues with distraction are 
made in Chapter 6. 
Another kind of distraction was also highlighted during the case study, in which the smartphone 
user engages in what this researcher terms ‘faux-study’. Faux study occurs when a learner idly 
engages in some activity that could ostensibly be justified as a study-related activity, although 
no study is actually occurring. P16, for example, mentioned that she could indulge herself in 
the notion that she was learning Spanish on her smartphone to ‘make myself feel better’ about 
the time she was spending on her smartphone. Likewise, P10 commented on sending second-
language messages to friends, but also commented that sometimes this was just ‘messing’.  
Overall, as well as the kind of distraction identified in previous studies, which involve a learner 
switching from study-related to leisure-related activity on their smartphone, another form of 
distraction was identified, which the researcher has not often encountered in his review of the 
literature. This form of distraction occurs when learners indulge themselves in the notion that 
a leisure activity is actually a beneficial study activity, even though it cannot truly be justified 
as such.  
 
5.1.3.3 Perception of what smartphones are ‘for’ 
Learners are not simply blank slates when it comes to language learning; rather, they have 
preferences about how, where, when, and with what materials they study, and this extends to 
preference for devices also. As Sung et al. (2016) reported, attitudes towards a device, and 
what that device is ‘for’, can be influenced by how that device is acquired, with, for example, 
devices provided by institutions more likely to be viewed as language learning tools than a 
device bought for communication and entertainment purposes. 
Reluctance on the part of learners to embrace the learning affordances of smartphones has been 
noted before, with Stockwell (2008, p.260) quoting a student who ‘couldn’t get into study 
mode’ on her smartphone. Pearson (2015) reported that while smartphone ownership dwarfed 
that of tablet computers, the respondents were more than twice as likely to consider a tablet 
more suitable for study purposes.  Likewise, McCoy (2016) found that learners who completed 
activities on a smartphone were less focused and engaged on the task than those who completed 




The concept of what a smartphone is ‘for’ was evident in this study also. Notwithstanding the 
smartphone-based activities and behaviours described in Sections 5.1 and 5.2, the learners 
expressed a clear preference for laptops as devices on which they felt most comfortable for 
study.  As described in Chapter 4, survey data revealed that the overwhelming majority felt 
‘most focused’ for study on their laptops, it was the ‘most important tool’ for study, and it was 
the preferred device for practice in second-language writing, listening, and reading. 
Smartphones, on the other hand, although valued as a dictionary and as a source of exposure 
to second languages, are devices on which language study is ‘difficult’, and were widely used 
‘to escape study’.  
Case study data and interview data supported this, as apart from widespread and regular use of 
the smartphone as a dictionary when completing university coursework or homework, the 
device was not frequently used for study activity, instead being used for social media activity 
and messaging. P3’s comment that for ‘like actual like proper study, and schoolwork, I 
wouldn’t use my phone at all really’ represents a commonly-held perception. Likewise, the 
comment of P16 that ‘there’s a different kind of stigma to it, like you use your laptop for serious 
work, and not just for playing around’ clearly indicates the perceptions she holds of both 
laptops and smartphones and what they are, and are not, ‘for’. The perception of what 
smartphones are ‘for’ has a knock-on effect on how learners engage with the second-language 
content they are exposed to on smartphones as opposed to other devices, as the next section 
will discuss. 
A Bring Your Own Device approach was mentioned in the Digital Strategy for Schools 2015-
2020 document (Digital Strategy for Schools 2015-2020, p.45), and online support is available 
for schools who want to implement such an approach (pdsttechnologyineducation.ie 2020; 
webwise.ie 2020), and thus it is possible that some of the participants in this study had 
previously attended a secondary school with a BYOD policy. However, in the current study, 
the data collected did not include whether the 3rd level participants had attended secondary 
schools which had some form of BYOD policy  or other commitment to the use of smartphones 
in school. Thus, it was not possible to identify attitudinal similarities or differences between 
participants in relation to their secondary-level experiences, or lack thereof, with smartphones. 





5.1.3.4 Perception of what ‘actual, proper’ study may constitute 
Based on a synthesis of the existing literature, the effective MALL practitioner could be 
described as one who embraces the flexibility and convenience of mobile devices (Zou and Li 
2015) to regularly and spontaneously interact with their target language (Kukulska-Hulme 
2009; Sharples et al. 2010), and takes an agentive role (Lai and Zheng 2018) in developing and 
utilising a range of sources to create a rich and beneficial personalised and self-regulated 
learning environment (Dabbagh and Kitsantas 2012). 
However, in this study, data revealed that the participants did not tend to behave in ways that 
came close to the model MALL behaviour described above. The most telling reason emerging 
from the data for not exploiting the affordances of smartphones lay not only with the devices 
themselves, and the learners’ perceptions of them, but with the perceptions the learners hold of 
what study is, and how study happens. Suggestions for changing the learners’ perceptions of 
smartphones as tools of language learning are made in Chapter 6. 
As described in Chapter 4, the learners tended to have a rigid and narrow perception of what 
language study comprises; it was something that was mostly a solitary activity, and involved 
‘sitting down’ to study ‘grammar and vocabulary’. Whether this was a literal or figurative 
‘sitting down’, it indicated that for the learners in this study, language study is a deliberate and 
planned activity, preferably using dedicated materials such as a textbook or grammar book. As 
well as this, the learners mentioned having a particular ‘mentality’ for study, indicating that 
they need to have, or be in, a suitable mindset regarding the activity or materials they are 
engaging with.  Moreover, similar to the participants in Sung et al.’s study (2016) the learners 
associated different devices with different activities, and place more or less value on them 
accordingly. The laptop is the device they associate with study, or, at least, with ‘actual, proper’ 
study, whereas the smartphone is more associated with entertainment, communication, and 
escape from study. 
This narrow perception that learners have of ‘actual, proper’ study as a planned period of study 
with proper materials and a device on which they feel most focused for study - a laptop - is an 
alignment of factors that allows them to reach the right ‘mentality’ for study. This narrow 
perception of what language study is does not provide much space for the kind of spontaneous, 
‘anytime, anywhere’ learning (Roschelle 2003) or ‘just in time’ learning (Novak 2011) 
imagined by advocates of mobile learning. Indeed, a large majority of the survey respondents 




so, were not interested in ‘brief time periods [of learning] squeezed between other activities’ 
(Burston 2014a, p.346).  
To conclude this section, when examining the factors which cause reluctance on the part of the 
learner to utilise their smartphone for language learning purposes, it seems clear that the 
learners in this study held quite strong perceptions of both what ‘actual, proper’ study is, and 
how it happens, and also what smartphones are ‘for’, and there was often little common ground 
between the two. Smartphones were considered to be for communication, social media activity, 
and personal entertainment, rather than for ‘actual, proper’ learning. Alongside the physical 
and technical limitations, and the potential for distractions, there are other central factors which 
limited the role that smartphones played in the learning attitudes and behaviours of the 
participants in this study, which are both their perceptions of what a smartphone is ‘for’, but 
also, more fundamentally, their perception of what the process of language learning and 
language study is, how it happens, when it happens, and what materials and devices are 
considered to have value within that process. It is perhaps this perception, and how it comes to 
be ingrained in the learners, that will be lead to one of the conclusions of this study, that such 
perceptions will cause major hurdles for MALL advocates to attempt to overcome. Addressing 
and attempting to change these perceptions is discussed in Chapter 6. 
 
5.1.4 Q4: To what extent do learners view social media as potential language learning 
resources? 
As highlighted in the data, learners spend a significant amount of time on social media, with 
participants being active on multiple social media and messaging platforms and accessing these 
platforms numerous times each day. The study data also revealed that the vast majority of their 
social media and messaging activity happens on their smartphone, which echoes other reports 
highlighting the extent to which access to social media and messaging platforms is dominated 
by smartphones, with many account holders using their smartphones exclusively (Droesch 
2019). This finding is significant as it indicates that although this study only examined second-
language encounters on social media which took place on smartphones, the data collected 
regarding the learners’ smartphone-mediated use of social media and messaging apps 
represented effectively the entirety of their social media and messaging activity, and a 





 5.1.4.1 Deliberate exposure to second languages on social media 
Self-directed language learning on social media tends to be unstructured, making it difficult to 
document or measure (Lin et al. 2016). Much of the research into deliberate exposure to 
second-language content on social media comes from studies which were teacher led, with 
Rosell-Aguilar (2018, p.104) noting ‘a dearth of research into informal language learning’ on 
social media platforms such as Twitter.  One such study comes from Alm (2015) whose survey 
found that some students changed the language settings on Facebook to their target language, 
to ensure regular exposure, and also that approximately half the students reported having 
‘liked’ or followed’ a page which offered target language content.  
Deliberate exposure could include liking or following second-language pages on social media 
platforms, or the social media accounts of organisations which produce content in the target 
language (a French news agency, a German football team, a Spanish music channel, etc.). This 
deliberate exposure could be caused by navigating to those particular accounts, or, as a result 
of ‘liking’ or ‘following’ a page, by simply encountering the content as they scroll through 
their news feed thereafter.  
However, data from all research strands indicated that the extent to which learners accessed 
these platforms for deliberate language learning activities was limited. Unlike the findings of 
Alm (2015), survey data indicated that ‘liking’ or ‘following’ a language learning page on a 
platform such as Facebook, was quite rare, with only 15.5% regularly engaging with such 
content, and 70.2% effectively never doing so. The survey also revealed that only 25% 
(n=21/84) regularly ‘use social media for [their] language study’, only 27.4% regularly ‘learn 
new words in a second language on social media’, and an even smaller number of 22.6% ‘use 
social media to practice [their] second languages.’ Such findings echo Demouy et al. (2016), 
who reported that social networks were amongst the least favoured platforms for their research 
participants, and Bruneel et al. (2016) who highlighted the lack of willingness among students 
to accept social media as learning tools. Overall, conscious choice to look at second language 
content on social media was scarce, and as social media is such a potentially valuable source 
of authentic second language content, recommendations are made in Section 6.2.4 regarding 
how learners could become more predisposed towards social media as a resource for deliberate 





5.1.4.2 Incidental exposure to second languages on social media  
Research into incidental exposure to second-language content on social media is scarce, with 
Sockett and Toffoli’s 2012 study of incidentally acquired vocabulary through social media, and 
Alsharidi’s 2015 study of incidental learning on Twitter being rare examples.   
In this study, incidental exposure of the kind mentioned above, such as encountering second-
language content produced or shared by friends, was more regular. Case study data revealed 
that reading social media comments or posts was the third most common way in which the 
participants encountered second language on their smartphone. Within the 133 case study 
reports submitted,  the participants were encountering second languages on social media around 
a third of the time (46 encounters from 133 reports, compared with encountering second 
languages while engaged in homework/coursework about half the time). For some participants, 
such as P10, the case study made her realise just how much exposure she received through 
social media. Other participants, however, such as P20, found that ‘you wouldn’t happen to see 
your second language on Facebook or anything, as much as you think you might have before 
[the case study] started like’.  
While in Alsharidi’s 2015 study, the learners reported that using Twitter had helped them in 
their incidental acquisition of language, in this study, learner engagement with content to which 
they were incidentally exposed was less evident.  There was only one instance in which a 
learner (P4) reported engaging with incidentally encountered content to the level that they had 
learned something from it. This study did not attempt to measure the impact of these incidental 
encounters, although levels of engagement with such content is discussed in the next section. 
 
5.1.4.3 Engagement with second-language content on social media  
As mentioned in the previous section, although incidental exposure to second-language content 
on social media was common, engagement with such content was inconsistent. Repeating the 
survey data from above, only a small minority felt they regularly used social media or learned 
something new from social media. In contrast, 82.1% agreed that social media are not places 
for serious study, and 89.2% agreed that they use social media to escape study. One case study 
participant noted that, in contrast to their study activities, when they are in the right mentality 
for study and consequently, more likely to learn something from the activity, when they 




less often then’. This aligns with findings from Hank et al. (2014, p.4) which concluded that 
students see social media as venues ‘for socializing, rather than educational purposes, and 
would prefer it to remain that way’. Moreover, the snapshot of learner behaviour taken by the 
current study suggests that in 2017 (when the survey and case study were carried out, 3 years 
later than the study of Hank et al.), the learners were still not attuned to the idea of social media 
as language learning resources, and further hints at the learners needing a particular mentality 
for such encounters to be beneficial to their learning. The topic of mentality for study on social 
media is discussed in Section 5.1.4.6. 
Similar to the survey data, case study data revealed that the participants were very unlikely to 
make any second-language comments on social media, being concerned about embarrassment 
and preferring private communication over public posts. Still, some participants did comment 
positively on their social media encounters, with P16 commenting that the content on social 
media was useful ‘everyday’ content in comparison to dedicated learning materials, and P10 
viewing smartphones and social media as more positive than ‘diving into the books or writing 
essays’.  
 
5.1.4.4 Formal approaches to integration of social media in language learning 
Chugh and Ruhi (2018, p.609) suggest that from the teacher’s perspective, social media such 
as Facebook offer ‘a myriad range of advantages as an educational tool’ for activities such as 
reviewing or supplementing material presented in class, and numerous attempts have been 
made by both individual teachers and by institutions to harness social media for learning 
purposes. Wichadee (2013) found it useful when providing feedback on student writing tasks, 
and a Twitter study reported that it fostered a better sense of cultural awareness and 
strengthened bonds between students (Borau et al. 2009). There have been concerns about how 
the teacher-student dynamic manifests itself in these interactions, with Aydin (2014) reporting 
that the teachers dominated the exchanges with students behaving passively, and also concerns 
over students being forced to reveal their online presence, which they would rather keep private 
(Chen 2015). 
In this study however, while certain teachers may have recommended a particular website, app, 
or podcast, the learners did not report any past or present efforts, at either teacher or institutional 




one participant, P19, commented that ‘in secondary school, my French teacher had a blog, and 
she use to put her homework and stuff on the blog, so we could go on to it and see what we had 
to do.’  
The group interview also examined their attitudes to social media projects in the future, and 
the attitudes were tentatively positive, with P18 commenting that ‘I’d be open to trying it, there 
might be some way that I could learn something.’ And P10 expressing similar sentiments. P4, 
on the other hand, felt that there would need to be a reward for participation in terms of grades, 
as ‘only a small group of people would do it for the learning aspect.’ Overall, while their 
experience with social media projects was almost non-existent, they were cautiously positive 
about the idea, albeit with differing ideas about what would motivate students to take part. 
 
5.1.4.5 Language Learning Social Network Sites 
As mentioned in Section 2.3.4, various Language Learning Social Network Sites (LLSNS) 
exist, such as Busuu, Babbel, Livemocha and Lang-8. These platforms tend to closely resemble 
general social network platforms such as Facebook in that users have a profile and a list of 
friends and can post public or private comments, and their appeal to learners as a source of 
authentic communication with native speakers of the target languages has been documented 
(Clark and Gruba 2010; Rosell-Aguilar 2016). However, in this study, although not explicitly 
investigated, there was no data to suggest that the learners were active on these LLSNS, or any 
other similar communities of practice on their smartphones or on any other devices.  
 
5.1.4.6 Mentality for study on social media 
Returning again to the concept of ‘mentality’ for study, group interview comments revealed 
that when a participant picked up their smartphone for what they described as ‘the formal kind 
of learning, where you’d be going on to learn’, they felt they were more likely to benefit from 
the activity, ‘but if you’re coming across it on something more like Facebook, I was learning 
things less often then.’ Similarly, P16 commented that it was easier to ‘soak up’ information 
when using a dictionary app, because she ‘went in with the mentality that…yeah ok I’m going 





This link which some participants made between their mentality when encountering a second 
language and the likelihood of this encounter being beneficial is striking. While there are 
various studies which highlight the potential for informal learning through exposure to target 
language content (see Kuppens 2010; Kukulska-Hulme and Lee 2019), the idea that, within the 
context of incidental learning, learners need to be in a particular mindset, is not something the 
researcher often encountered in his review of the related literature. One exception is Demouy 
et al. (2016, p.19), who quoted a participant’s comments about how ‘If I am not in the mood 
for structured learning’, then the learner will use some other, more casual or interactive 
materials instead. Although Kraschen’s Affective Filter hypothesis (1982), has not been 
regularly explored in terms of the impact of devices, this researcher wonders, similar to 
Calabrich (2016), whether learner perceptions of the devices themselves play a role in the 
alignment of motivation, mood, and content needed to avoid a mental block that inhibits 
acquisition, and this important issue of ‘mentality’ will be further discussed later in the chapter. 
 
5.1.5 Q5: To what extent do learners view language learning as the goal of mobile-
assisted activities in their L2? 
This question was included based on research which reported that learners were likely to spend 
time using a second language on their smartphone for reasons apart from language study.  
Olsson (2011, p.89) reported on the extent to which the online activity of Swedish students of 
English happened in English, and quoted one participant who spent at least three hours online 
each day and commented that ‘Everything I read on the Internet is in  English’. Similarly, Jarvis 
and Achilleos (2013, p.7) surveyed learners of English on their use of English online for both 
study and non-study activities, and reported high levels of both, offering the following quote 
from a participant: ‘English is everywhere and it has everything in English so if I find 
something and I might translate in my language, but I don’t use it exclusively to learn English 
but I learn many things in this way.’ 
Such research suggests that for language learners, a significant proportion of their online 
activity takes place in, or involving, a second language, as part of both study but also non-study 
activities.  Thus, this research question aimed to determine firstly just how much smartphone-
mediated second-language activity was study-related and how much was not study-related, and 
secondly, to what extent learners saw the language-learning value in such non study-related 





5.1.5.1 Study-centred second-language encounters and their merits 
In this study, as already highlighted, levels of second-language activity on the participants’ 
smartphones, for either study-related or non-study-related reasons, were quite limited. Firstly, 
study-related activity was, for the most part, limited to activities connected to their homework 
for coursework. Their use of smartphones for other study-related reasons, such as use of a 
language learning app, or to access a language-learning page on a social media platform, was 
relatively uncommon, with only a small minority of learners accessing LLA on a regular basis, 
and even fewer availing of the many language learning pages on social media. 
Thus, when identifying how much of their second-language activity on their smartphones was 
‘study-related’, it becomes clear that for the learners, a ‘study-related’ activity is likely to 
involve picking up their smartphone to help with some aspect of their formal University of 
Limerick studies, and it is more likely to be a brief engagement, such as looking up a word in 
a dictionary, than for any other kind of learning. Their perceptions of the value of these 
activities were positive, with the case study data indicating that the participants were very likely 
to report that they had learned something from such encounters. 
Other activities can be considered hybrids of study and entertainment. These include listening 
to second-language music and watching second-language video content, and even encountering 
second-language content on social media. Such activities do take place, and can be viewed by 
the participants as a ‘positive break from study’ and the kind of ‘study-lite’ behaviour already 
identified. This ‘study-lite’ behaviour has been noted before, with Demouy et al. (2016, p.19) 
quoting a learner who said such content can make her ‘kind of feel [I’m] chilling out, but at the 
same time [I’m] actually learning as well.’ However, data from both the survey and the case 
study revealed that such activities were less common than the more formal study-related 
activity described earlier, with some case study participants reporting no such ‘study-lite’ 
activities at all. 
 
5.1.5.2 Non-study-centred second language encounters and their merits 
A final group of behaviours is second-language activity which was not at all connected to 




Jarvis and Achilleos (2013), this researcher hypothesized that his participants might similarly 
spend a significant amount of time using second languages on their smartphones as they went 
about their daily life for communication and entertainment purposes. However, such activity 
was very limited. Apart from being exposed to second-language content on social media 
platforms on a regular basis, other activities, such as browsing second-language internet 
content, communicating in a second language in either spoken form, or in written form as a 
private message or public post or comment, were all quite rare.  
While watching second-language video content or listening to songs in a second language could 
be either primarily a learning-based or entertainment-based activity, survey data indicated that 
the learners were more likely to describe such an activity as part of study rather than part of 
leisure, thus fitting into the ‘study-lite’ and Edutainment categories mentioned earlier, rather 
than a solely leisure-related activity. This echoes the findings of other research, such as Zhang 
(2010), who reported that beyond songs and films, other technology-mediated encounters with 
target languages (not limited to smartphones), such as web 2.0 resources, were very limited, in 
some cases to as little as 20 minutes a week. 
Overall, the participants in this study clearly had fewer encounters with their target languages 
than studies mentioned earlier in Section 5.1.5, such as Olsson (2011) and Jarvis and Achilleos 
(2013), as well as other studies mentioned in Chapter 2, which include both learners of English 
and English-speaking learners of other languages. There are different possible reasons for such 
a low rate of encounters. 
Different levels of motivation to learn different languages is one potential factor. The English 
language has become the de facto lingua franca of the world, as it is prevalent not only in 
settings involving native speakers, but ‘there is also consensus that English is being used 
increasingly in settings where Inner Circle speakers are not present’ (Modiano 2009, p.208). 
Considering the power of economies such as the USA, it is not surprising that professional 
motivation to learn English to help with career advancement has been repeatedly documented 
in studies in the European (Lasagabaster 2017), Latin-American (Ennser-Kananen et al. 
2017)and Asian (Ngo et al. 2017) contexts. Perhaps it is the case that the participants in the 
current study, who were, with one exception, already speakers of English, do not feel the 
urgency highlighted in other studies. Indeed, in this study, the case study data from the only 
non-native English speaker, P14, who was a native speaker of Chinese on an exchange 




interactions that were more in line with the findings of the aforementioned studies than the 
other participants in the current study. 
Readiness to exploit online resources is another reason. As documented in Chapter 1, either in 
Ireland or across Europe, there is no unified approach in place to implement mobile technology 
into the school classroom, and the level of integration varies dramatically across schools 
(Marcus-Quinn et al. 2019). A lack of teacher training on the use of mobile devices is another 
aspect of this issue, with Sung et al. (2016, p.266) noting that ‘one of the largest obstacles to 
implementing effective mobile learning programs is insufficient preparation of the teachers.’ 
In general, in this study there was limited evidence of the kind of non-study-related Mobile-
Assisted Language Use (MALU) activities identified by Jarvis and Achilleos in their 2013 
study (an acronym they coined to distinguish MALU from MALL, which they reserve for 
deliberate learning activity on mobile devices, and which was discussed in Section 2.2.4). Far 
from conducting a significant amount of their online activities at least partly in a second 
language, they encountered second languages quite infrequently as part of social media or 
leisure activity. Instead, the limited amount of study-related activity and ‘study-lite’ activity 
constituted the majority of their exposure to second language on their smartphones.  
Moreover, even when they did encounter their second languages while engaged in social media 
or leisure activity, the manner in which they encountered this content - on what they tended to 
perceive as a non-educational platform, and on what they perceived to be a non-educational 
device – resulted in a mindset which meant that their engagement with the content was less 
likely to be productive for their language learning. The case study data revealed that the learners 
were less likely to describe these incidental encounters as beneficial to their learning in 
comparison to study-centred encounters.  
 
5.1.6 Summary of the section 
Section 5.1 examined the research questions in relation to the findings of this study, and located 
these findings within the context of the existing body of research in this field. Each subsection 
presented and discussed a research question, beginning with an examination of the learners’ 
existing second-language activity on their smartphones. Subsection 5.1.2 followed by focusing 
on the learners’ perceptions of when and how their smartphone was welcomed and valued as a 




for which, the learners were reluctant to utilise their smartphones as part of their language 
studies. The fourth subsection examined the learners’ attitudes to social media in terms of the 
potential role of these media in their language learning, and the section finished by comparing 
the extent of the learners’ study-related and non-study-related engagement with second 
languages on their smartphones, and their perceptions of the respective merits of those 
encounters.  
 
5.2 Topics identified during the study 
As well as addressing the research questions, analysis of the data caused various strands of data 
to coalesce into broader topics about the learners’ perception of learning itself, and what 
constitutes ‘actual, proper’ learning, and how this learning takes place. The first topic is the 
widespread perception of what ‘actual, proper’ study, and its relationship to the participants’ 
learning behaviours.  The second topic addresses the ways in which the participants used and 
perceived smartphones as language learning tools. The third topic focuses on social media and 
how they were used and perceived by the learners. Each section will start with a brief reminder 
of the key research and concepts in each field, before applying those to the findings of this 
study.  Also included is an introduction to the wider educational and societal concerns 
regarding social media, which will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 6, and in relation to 
which any suggestions to change learner perceptions of smartphones and social media must be 
justified.  
 
5.2.1 The concept of, and mentality for, ‘actual, proper’ study 
The first topic is the learners’ perceptions of what constitutes ‘actual, proper’ study, how 
learners gain the correct ‘mentality’ for such study, and what activities and devices fall within 
that perception. This perception can be contrasted with their behaviours on and perceptions of 
social media and smartphone use, in terms of the extent to which an overlap exists between the 
two. 
On the one hand, there is a wealth of literature examining, and highlighting the real or potential 
benefits of, both incidental and informal learning. Kukulska-Hulme (2009, p.162), for example, 
highlights the potential for ‘continuous and spontaneous interaction’ that mobile devices 




facilitate a constant drip-feed of informal and spontaneous language learning or language use. 
Similarly, Lai and Zheng (2018, p.299) suggest that smartphones can ‘create learning 
experiences across time and space.’ There is a clear body of research which highlights the value 
of regular, informal encounters with target languages in terms of the potential for such 
incidental learning, but such studies do not dwell on the question of students needing a 
particular ‘mentality’ or ‘mindset’ for these incidental encounters to be effective. 
On the other hand, other research indicates that learners have clear preferences on such issues 
as how, where, when, and in what way, they study, and each of these preferences plays a role 
in making their study efforts more effective. Sung et al. (2016) reported that learner attitudes 
towards M-Learning varied depending on the device used, how the device was acquired, and 
the perception of what a particular device is ‘for’. Galatis and White (2013, p.2) reported that 
for many institutional efforts, it is the tablet, rather than the smartphone, which has become 
‘the tool of choice […] to provide innovative learning opportunities.’ Similarly, Stockwell 
(2008, p.260) quotes a student as saying she ‘couldn’t get into study mode’ on her smartphone. 
Zhang’s (2010) study found that informal, spontaneous Web 2.0 activity among their learners 
was limited to as little as 20 minutes a week, and Trinder (2017) examined learning behaviours 
on smartphones and reported that, notwithstanding the merits of smartphones for informal 
spontaneous learning, her students expressed a clear preference for more traditional materials, 
devices and approaches to language learning.  
There are, then, two conflicting schools of thought regarding smartphone-mediated informal 
learning. On one side,  some studies highlight the various affordances smartphones provide for 
brief but meaningful and beneficial encounters with target languages, and such research does 
not tend to examine the role of mentality for study. On another side, some studies focus on the 
issue of learner readiness for such incidental or informal learning, and, while acknowledging 
the various affordances of smartphones, ask whether learners have the inclination or ability to 
capitalise on these potential benefits. These studies tend to indicate that learners have 
preferences for particular devices, particular study materials, and can struggle to arrive at the 
right ‘mentality for study’ unless these conditions are satisfied.  
In this study, only a small minority of learners exploited the affordances of smartphones for 
the kind of spontaneous or ‘bite-size chunks’ of incidental or informal learning envisioned by 
the proponents mentioned above. The behaviours and comments of the learners indicated that 




the participants, language study is a deliberate act, such as ‘sitting down with a book’, and 
when language study takes place on a device, that device is overwhelmingly likely to be a 
laptop, the device on which they feel most focused for study. Their study activity is, for the 
most part, planned, and using traditional materials and devices. Perhaps as a result of the limited 
and formulaic use of technology they have been exposed to during their primary and secondary 
school years (see Section 1.2), they are, to an extent, creatures of habit, with fixed and often 
narrow ideas of what language study is, how it is done, and how it is not done, a concept 
discussed in Section 5.2.1.1. Smartphones and social media are associated with entertainment 
and communication, rather than as study aids, and used infrequently beyond brief study-related 
activities such as dictionary use. Overall, the learners were not keen to exploit opportunities 
for incidental or informal learning, at least in the case of their smartphones and the access the 
device provides to second-language content. 
The mentality for ‘actual, proper’ study identified in this study has clear implications for 
advocates of MALL, and especially for supporters of informal MALL, which will be briefly 
introduced here, and explored in more detail in Chapter 6. Firstly, as cautioned by Lee (2019), 
teachers and students alike should not over-rely on the concept of informal digital learning of 
English (IDLE) as a language learning strategy, as it cannot be assumed that learners will 
effortlessly acquire the language they encounter while engaged in non-learning activities on 
their smartphones. Similar caution was expressed by Sad et al. (2020) when questioning 
whether engagement with content on smartphones facilitates the kind of cognitive processing 
needed for retention of content. Secondly, the need for a particular ‘mentality’ for study, 
combined with the argument that merely exposing learners to second-language content does 
not automatically lead to language learning, offers an opportunity for educators to introduce 
what Hinrichsen and Coombs (2013, p.2134) call ‘an approach to curriculum integration of 
digital literacy’, or what Jang and Kim (2018, p.4) term a ‘media literacy intervention.’ This 
means a more formal, structured, and supported approach to informal or incidental MALL, to 
help students become aware of, firstly, the existence of various digital resources, secondly, the 
potential benefits of these resources, and finally, how these resources can be most effectively 
exploited for language learning purposes. In Chapter 6, these implications are discussed in 
more detail, and suggestions are offered as to how the learners’ perceptions of their 





5.2.2 Learners’ use of and attitudes to smartphones as language learning tools 
The second topic is the learners’ use of and attitudes to second-language learning on 
smartphones, whether or not it plays a role in their language learning, and whether these 
behaviours and attitudes allow learners to find a place for the device in their learning. Research 
into MALL has been ongoing since the early 2000s and has covered a range of devices, from 
PDA’s to MP3 players, but with the proliferation of smartphones, ‘MALL has now essentially 
become synonymous with mobile phone applications’ (Burston 2011, no page number). 
As described in Section 2.2, MALL differs from CALL in a number of ways. CALL activities 
tend to be ‘organised, premeditated, and substantial, with the learner pausing their activites to 
study’ (Traxler 2010, p.5), and learners access their computer with the conscious intention of 
language learning (Jarvis and Achilleos 2013). In contrast to these deliberate and substantial 
learning episodes, the key characteristics of MALL are spontaneity of interaction with target 
language content (Ozdamli and Cavus 2011), regularity of interaction with materials (Sharples 
et al. 2010), the personalisation of learning environments (Steele 2012), short bursts of 
informal learning (Pegrum 2014), and agentive learning that capitalises on the affordances of 
mobile devices to create ‘learning experiences across space and time’ (Lai and Zheng 2018, 
p.299). 
As mentioned in Section 5.1.3.4, the effective MALL practitioner, then, is one who embraces 
the affordances of mobile devices to regularly and spontaneously interact with their target 
language, and takes an active role in developing and utilising a range of sources to create a rich 
and beneficial personalised and self-regulated learning environment. As Kukulska-Hulme 
(2009, p.162) noted, ‘conceived of in this way, mobile learning seems to belong to learners 
more than it does to teachers’, and Lai and Gu suggested that it is the learners’ perceptions of 
the value of technology, and their effective use of that technology, that really matter, wondering 
whether learners are ‘ready to embrace technology to regulate their learning so as to create 
optimal and self-fulfilling language learning experiences for themselves?’ (Lai and Gu 2011, 
p.317). Similar calls for research into learner-centred MALL activity have been made by 
Stockwell (2008), Winke and Goertler (2008), Hsu (2013) and Lai and Zheng (2018). 
Nevertheless, mobile learning in informal contexts ‘remains a less explored territory in the field 
of MALL’ (Kukulska-Hulme 2016, p.138). This study can offer insight into the actual 
smartphone-mediated language-learning practices of students, and the extent to which they 




The concept of agency in creating a personalised learning environment is at the centre of 
autonomous MALL (Lai and Zheng 2018). A personalised learning environment might take 
the form of a variety of language learning apps, and regular encounters with the target language 
on social media platforms, as a result of them having been curated for that purpose.  The 
participants in this study were heavy smartphone users who are active on multiple social media 
and who report having friends who are speakers of their target languages. In that sense, whether 
unwittingly or by design, they have already arrived at some of the conditions which are central 
to the development of a personalised learning environment, and their existing environment is 
ripe for exploitation as a language learning resource.  In this study however, agency of this 
form was not evident among many of the learners. Rather than through entertainment or social 
media, the most common way in which the learners interacted with second languages on their 
smartphones was as part of their university-related language study. A majority did not follow 
any particular language learning pages or social media accounts, and thus would not receive 
the regular drip-feed of second language content such resources provide. The willingness, or 
readiness, to develop and exploit a personalised learning environment was extremely limited. 
Section 6.2.3.3 explores the theme of a curricular approach to facilitate development of 
agentive mobile learning. 
Regular and spontaneous interaction with their target languages is another key aspect of 
informal, self-regulated MALL. As well as the avenues for interaction mentioned above, this 
might occur through second-language messaging, or browsing of second-language internet 
content. Again, however, in this study, interaction was more likely to be planned, and part of 
formal study rather than spontaneous, and part of either informal study or non-study activity. 
Although students did report having ‘lots of foreign friends’ on social media, this did not 
translate into lots of second-language messaging or posting on social media, with only a small 
minority being contacted in second language on social media on a daily basis, and an even 
smaller minority using a second language with the same frequency. Social media-related 
activity is discussed in more detail in Section 5.2.3. 
Overall, the learners were not significantly engaged in regular and spontaneous exposure to, or 
use of, second languages on their smartphones. While the idealised MALL practitioner 
embraces smartphones and social media as valuable tools of language learning, this was not 
the case among the learners in this study. Learners felt it had limited value as a learning tool 
beyond use as a dictionary, and did not regularly utilise it in the ways that MALL advocates 




communication, and as something they used as a reward after, or escape from, what multiple 
participants termed the ‘tedious’ nature of their language studies. 
 
5.2.2.1 Origins of attitudes towards smartphones as language learning tools 
Earlier sections in this chapter have highlighted the perceptions learners have of their 
smartphones as language learning devices. As the findings reveal, for the majority of learners, 
the role of the smartphone in deliberate language learning was primarily for brief activities 
such as looking up the meaning of a word, often as part of their university-related studies. Other 
intentional language learning practices, such as use of language learning apps, or deliberate 
exposure to second-language content on social media, were not frequent or widespread among 
the learners, although ‘study-lite’ activities such as second-language video or music content 
were more common. Overall, the learners were not particularly willing to avail of many of the 
affordances of smartphones. This section will examine the origin of this lack of willingness. 
As already documented in Chapter 1, at primary and secondary school levels in Ireland, there 
is a scarcity of research into MALL, and even more noticeably, SMALL, and this indicates a 
scarcity of current institutional use of smartphones at school levels. Attempts to introduce 
MALL have almost always used tablet computers (Halissy et al. 2013), and it is these devices, 
rather than smartphones, which learners perceive as tools of mobile language learning. 
Smartphones, if present in the classroom, are perceived as a nuisance and a distraction, or even 
devices which might be confiscated or banned (Quinlan 2019).  
As a consequence of these classroom study practices, in which the smartphone is ignored, if 
not a cause for punishment, it should not come as a surprise that when students leave secondary 
school, they do not regularly employ smartphones as tools of learning. By the time they arrive 
at university, where they are more likely to be exposed to institutional efforts to involve 
smartphones in their learning behaviours, the perceptions that have been fostered within them 
of what smartphones and tablets are for, and what they are not for, may already be quite fixed, 
and SMALL implementation at university may simply be too late to successfully introduce the 
idea of smartphone-mediated learning. If there is a desire to foster among learners a perception 
of their smartphones as a valuable learning aid, perhaps this needs to be begun at an earlier 
stage in their education. A small but growing number of schools have already introduced some 




smartphones in the classroom is supported by different sub-bodies of the Department of 
Education (see for example pdsttechnologyineducation.ie 2020; webwise.ie 2020). Chapter 6 
will examine the topic of BYOD in more detail. 
 
5.2.3 Learners’ use of and attitudes to social media as language learning tools 
The third topic is the learners’ use of and attitudes to second-language learning on social media, 
and an examination of the extent to which learners view social media as part of, or as an escape 
from, their language studies. It must be highlighted again that in this study, 83.3% of 
respondents used their smartphones to access their social media platforms at least 75% of the 
time, making their social media activity a subset of their overall smartphone-mediated activity. 
Thus, although this study was only concerned with learners’ smartphone-mediated encounters 
with second languages and did not investigate other devices, the responses make it clear that 
their social media activity on their smartphones represents effectively the entirety of their 
overall social media activity.  
As mentioned in Section 2.3, a range of research exists which investigates the use of social 
media in education, both for formal and informal learning. These studies examine the merits 
of different platforms such as Twitter and Facebook, as well as now-defunct platforms such as 
Bebo (Fukui and Kawaguchi 2015), and have highlighted various potential merits of different 
social media for formal learning. Bosch (2009) reported on the value of Facebook for 
communication with shy students, Junco et al. (2011) described how a Twitter group study 
helped forge deeper and more meaningful relationships between students and faculty, and Rap 
and Blonder (2017) highlighted how Facebook groups helped teachers and students share 
learning content more easily and effectively. A note of caution was sounded by Aydin (2014) 
who reported the potential for the power dynamic between students and staff to lead to stilted, 
uncomfortable communication. 
Research into informal learning on social media has often focused on groups set up by students 
to share questions and insight about their university courses (Ahern et al. 2016), and how these 
groups can foster peer learning (Myers et al. 2018). Other research has  tracked how individual 
learners harness social media for their learning purposes (Dabbagh and Kitsantas 2012), how 
encountering social media content in a second language can lead to incidental acquisition of 




social network sites (LLSNS) such as Busuu and Lang-8 offer the opportunity for regular 
authentic communication with native speakers, although, as noted by Harrison (2013), students 
do not always see the merit in joining a LLSNS when they are already active on various social 
media. 
Notwithstanding the studies mentioned above, gaps exist in the literature, with Hsu (2013) 
highlighting that most research in this area looks at the technological potential, while much 
less examines the learners’ cultural or attitudinal perceptions of social media as language 
learning tools. Similarly, Bruneel et al. (2013, p.126) noted that what seems ‘to be ignored for 
the most part […]is the willingness of students to accept Facebook as an educational tool.’ 
Rosell-Aguilar (2018) noted that much of the research into social media comes from studies 
which were teacher-led, and in which participation might even have been compulsory, yet there 
is still a lack of research into informal language learning on social media sites such as Twitter 
and Facebook. Informal, learner-regulated activity on and perceptions of social media is an 
under-researched field to which this study has contributed. In this study, although some 
participants did view the relationship between social media and language learning in a 
favourable light, most did not, for a variety of reasons.  
Positive comments about social media as language learning resources included the authenticity 
of the content they provided in comparison with materials designed for language learning, with 
one participant describing such content as more useful ‘everyday’ language. Another 
participant commented on how she viewed social media positively in comparison to ‘actual, 
proper’ study activities such as ‘diving into the books or writing essays’. Here, again, there is 
the concept of ‘study-lite’, a blend of entertainment with study elements that can happen on 
social media. This concept of ‘study-lite’ seems to align with the ‘bite-size chunks’ of learning 
described by Kim and Kwon (2012, p.52). However, such activity, the kind of ‘anywhere, 
anytime’ learning envisioned by Rochelle (2003) was limited among the participants in this 
study, with a large majority not interested in significantly exploiting that particular affordance 
of MALL. 
Social media also received positive comments for one other aspect of language learning, which 
was their role as places where the learners could recognise their improvement in their language 
skills. That is to say, while scrolling through social media, they encountered second-language 
content and realised that they were able to understand vocabulary items, or comprehend 




social media were not venues where they perceived they were actually learning something new 
from the content they encountered, they did value social media as platforms on which they 
could see tangible evidence of progress in their language studies. 
As reported by both Fewkes and McCabe (2012) and Demirbelik (2015), and within the Irish 
educational context by Brennan and Dempsey (2018), the potential for distraction is one reason 
why learners are often less than enthusiastic about involving social media in their language 
learning. This sentiment was evident in this study also, with case study participants mentioning 
the dangers of a brief study-focused encounter being followed by a lengthy period of social 
media activity. The idea of using a smartphone and a laptop in tandem for study purposes was 
mentioned during the group interview. However, research revealing that young adults are likely 
to switch between study and some other form of media as frequently as every 6 minutes (Rosen 
et al. 2013), resulting in longer time taken to compete a task and lower academic performance 
(Jeong and Hwang 2016), and that even if a smartphone is not being used, simply the device 
nearby affects concentration and retention (Mendoza et al. 2018), all suggests that the merits 
of such a study practice are dubious. 
Another reason for the limited use of social media is the perception of what social media are, 
and are not ‘for’, and this applies to both informal and formal language study on social media. 
Although Dabbagh and Kitsantas (2012) suggested that social media might best belong in the 
informal, self-regulated space they called Personal Learning Environments (PLE), there was 
little appetite among the participants in this study for such informal language study. As 
previously mentioned, social media can be curated to provide regular authentic content in areas 
in which the learner already has an interest, and the popularity of such accounts on Instagram, 
Twitter and Facebook was highlighted in Section 2.3.3.2., with the most popular accounts 
having hundreds of thousands of followers. However, in this study, such curation of social 
media platforms for this purpose was far from common. Indeed, the majority of the 
participants’ exposure to second languages came as a result of deliberate study activities, rather 
than through social media. In some cases, no exposure through social media, or for any other 
kind of non-study activity was reported at all, and in other cases, the case study caused 
participants to realise just how little exposure to their second languages actually took place 
through social media. As highlighted in Section 2.2.5.2, social media also offers the potential 
for vicarious learning, as posts are publicly visible and members of a particular language 




of other members of the group. However, the learners in this study did record any notable 
instances of this form of learning. 
Although much of the research into social media and language learning has focused on more 
formal projects, the extent to which learners welcome this formal approach to combine social 
media and language learning has been mixed. A 2010 paper quoted one of its research 
participants as saying ‘No! Get out from my space…social software is for fun you know, not 
for study!’ (Godwin-Jones et al. 2012, p.779), and this sentiment was clearly evident among 
the learners in this study also. Other studies mentioned in Section 2.3.3.4 had highlighted a 
desire among both students and teachers to avoid inhabiting the same social media spheres in 
order to avoid blurring professional and personal identities (see Taylor et al. 2012; Veletsianos 
and Navarette 2012), and although this sentiment was less evident in this study, this is possibly 
because there have been so few attempts by teachers to use social media as teaching tools in 
the first place. The participants reported very few attempts on the part of present or past 
language teachers to incorporate social media into their teaching repertoire, but some were 
tentatively open to the idea. However, some of those participants who were potentially in 
favour also pragmatically suggested that their participation in social media-centred learning 
should be rewarded by being graded in some way; the idea of participation purely for the sake 
of learning was not always a strong motivator. Chapter 6 will discuss ways in which learner 
perceptions of social media as language learning resources can be altered to make learners 
more open to the affordances of social media. 
Of course, this researcher recognises that any suggestions made to change the ways in which 
smartphones and social media are used by learners, and perceived by learners, cannot take place 
purely within the context of language education, but must encompass and address wider issues 
with smartphones and social media. As already documented in Sections 2.2 and 2.3, various 
concerns exist over the impact that smartphones and social media have on learners, and younger 
learners in particular, at all educational levels. 
Within the educational sphere, on the very day this researcher started to write this section, the 
website of the Irish state broadcaster, RTE, reported on the upcoming publication of a study 
into the use of tablets at a school in County Meath, in Ireland, which recommended that ‘the 
school abandon its iPad-only policy, [and the report] has also identified problems around 
affordability, teaching and learning, and student revision’ (O’Kelly 2020b, para.3). The study 




the exploration of Raspberry Pi as an alternative educational technology, also recommended 
replacing iPads with Microsoft Surface Go tablets, to be purchased and made available by the 
school, rather than the students, and suggested that the school take up the educational training 
Microsoft offers to support the development of innovative teaching and learning (Dunne, 
Marcus-Quinn, and O Dalaigh 2020).  This would accompany the return of traditional 
classroom materials such books and notebooks, as students were reporting issues with 
distraction, problems revising materials, and, significantly, a number of parents resorted to 
simply buying the textbooks the iPads were supposed to replace. 
Similar steps have been reported elsewhere, with numerous US schools ending their integration 
of tablets into the classroom in favour of either returning to books, or switching to laptops 
(Murphy 2014).  In the case of the latter, the concept of ‘mentality’ appears again, as students 
‘saw the iPad as a “fun” gaming environment, while the Chromebook was perceived as a place 
to “get to work”’ (Murphy 2014, para.12). Likewise in Sydney, Australia, a school ‘declared 
the e-book era over and returned to the old-fashioned hard copy version because it improves 
comprehension and reduces distraction’ (Baker 2019, para.1). Similar sentiment is brewing in 
the UK, after a study of the introduction of iPads into the classroom (Luckin 2018) warned that 
although schools are investing heavily in iPads and other digital tools, teachers often do not 
know enough about the effect they have on children’s learning. Clearly, at educational level, 
concerns exist over the impact that mobile technology is having on school behaviours and 
performance. 
At societal level, there are numerous issues to be borne in mind. In early 2020, an article from 
the BBC website appeared in this researcher’s Facebook newsfeed describing recent research 
into the area of smartphone addiction. The research revealed that more than 50% of British 
children surveyed owned a smartphone by the age of 7, 57% sleep with their device beside 
their bed, and 44% are uncomfortable if not able to connect to the internet (Childwise, cited in 
BBC 2020). This is far from the only concerning report about the smartphone practices of 
younger learners, and these concerns are not limited to younger teens either. A 2015 survey of 
students at the University of Alabama found that half of the respondents described themselves 
as overly dependent on their phone, 81% would panic if they lost their phone, 68% feel 
disconnected without their phone, and 73% regularly use their device for much longer than 
originally intended (Emmanuel et al. 2015).  This fear of being away from one’s device, or 




phobia), which was coined in a 2008 study commissioned by the UK Post Office to evaluate 
anxieties suffered by mobile phone users (cited in Yildirim and Correia 2015). 
Moreover, as well as the issue of overdependence on smartphones, there is also the concern 
over smartphones being used for bullying purposes, as highlighted in Section 2.3.2.4. As 
mentioned by Tokunaga (2010), the internet and social media facilitate the extension of 
bullying beyond face-to-face interaction into a 24-hour ordeal. With more than 50% of young 
people reporting being the victims of online bullying at some point (Ditch the Label 2017), 
driving young learners towards a platform in which they would be publicly engaging in 
learning may simply open another avenue for mistreatment. This is particularly relevant in the 
case of language learning which is by its nature a process of trial and error, and the respondents 
in this study already reported being hesitant to make second-language comments on social 
media due to concerns over mistakes and subsequent embarrassment.  
Thus, this researcher recognises that when making recommendations about ways in which 
learners’ use of and perceptions of smartphones can become more effective, he must consider 
very carefully the wider implications of guiding people, especially young people, towards a 
device or a platform which could initiate or further exacerbate these problems, and he must 
tread carefully when trying to identify a path for smartphone mediated learning, and ensure 
that the path is based on sound evidence for both the educational and wider social impacts. The 
recommendations in Chapter 6 have been made, and justified, with these educational and 
societal concerns in mind. 
 
5.3 Conclusion to the chapter 
This chapter began by revisiting each of the research questions and examining them in terms 
of the findings of this study and how these findings relate to the existing research in this area. 
The first question explored the learners’ current behaviours on their smartphones in terms of 
language learning and language use, and how these behaviours compare to the findings of the 
other studies. The second and third questions examined the reasons for which learners would 
be enthusiastic, or reluctant, to use their smartphones for language learning purposes. The 
fourth question focused on the learners’ use of second languages on social media, and their 
perceptions of social media as language learning aids. The final question investigated the extent 




or part of other activities such as leisure or communication, and compared the findings with 
those of other studies. 
Following this, the three main topics which were identified during the course of this study have 
been discussed in detail. Firstly, the concept of what ‘real’ study is in the minds of the learners 
was examined, and this concept was discussed in terms of its implications for MALL and in 
particular, informal or incidental MALL. Secondly, there was a discussion of how learners tend 
to use their smartphones for activities related to second-language learning and use, and the 
perceptions they hold of their devices as language learning tools. Thirdly, there was a focus on 
how the learners interact with second languages on social media, and the extent to which they 
value social media as platforms for language learning. 
The chapter concluded by introducing the topic of how recommendations for making SMALL 
more effective must be justified in the context of concerns that exist within both the educational 
sphere and the wider societal context.  These recommendations will be made and justified in 

















CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 
Introduction 
This study investigated the role that smartphones and social media play in the learning habits 
of third-level language learners. Both their existing learning behaviours on smartphones and 
social media, and their attitudes towards them were examined. The main aims of this study 
were to understand learners’ current uses of and perceptions of smartphones and social media 
as language learning resources, in order to identify ways in which they can be more effectively 
harnessed as tools of language study. 
Section 6.1 of this chapter first offers a brief summary of the aims, methodology, and findings 
of this study, followed by a review of the key topics that have were identified from the data. In 
Section 6.2, the current practices and attitudes to smartphones in the Irish school system are 
described, and then the topics described in Section 6.1 are used to make a number of 
recommendations as to how the findings of the study might play a role in shaping the 
development of a curriculum for smartphone-assisted language learning (SMALL) in the Irish 
education system. In Section 6.3, the limitations of this study are described, and the chapter 
ends by suggesting directions for future research in Section 6.4. Figure 6.1 outlines the sections 
and key content in table form. 
 
Figure 6.1: Structure of Chapter 6 
This section provides a review of the thesis 
structure and content.
6.1 Summary of the thesis
In this section, the researcher makes and 
justifies recommendations at curricular level 
in Irish second-level education.
6.2 Recommendations and 
implications for teaching 
practice
This section describes the ways in which the 
study was limited in its scope or 
methodology.
6.3 Limitations of the 
study
In this section, the contributions the study has 
made to the relevant field are explained and 
situated within both existing and future 
research.
6.4 Research contribution 





6.1 Summary of the thesis 
In the introductory chapter, the thesis began by presenting the research questions, which were 
designed to elicit data which could be analysed to provide a thorough response to the research 
questions and thereby meet the main aims of the study. These research questions were 
contextualised by describing the state of the art in terms of the role of technology within the 
Irish education system.  
Chapter 2 further contextualised the research questions by reviewing evidence from the major 
researchers in the relevant domains. Firstly, Chapter 2 reviewed the key stages in CALL and 
the impact of CALL theory and practice on MALL. Then, the chapter provided a review of the 
research into smartphones and their impact on society in general and education in particular, in 
both an Irish and international context. Chapter 2 also offered a review of the literature on 
social media and their place in society, as well as their role in language learning, again in the 
national and global context, and the review ended by examining some of the core principles of 
technology and second language learning. 
Chapter 3 described the methodology employed in this study. Through a combination of survey, 
case study, and group interview, all of which focused on students at the University of Limerick 
taking a modern language as part of their studies, both quantitative and qualitative data was 
collected for analysis. The first stage of the research, a survey, investigated the behaviours on, 
and attitudes to, smartphones and social media, of a large number of student respondents. The 
second stage of the research was a case study which tracked the daily smartphone usage of 
twenty participants across a 14-day period.  The third stage of the research was a group 
interview with seven of the twenty case study participants which explored their experience of 
the case study and examined the case study data in more detail. The group interview was 
transcribed and subjected to thematic analysis. This analysis, in combination with the data from 
the previous stages, facilitated the identification of broad topics which were central to the aims 
of the study and the research questions. 
Chapter 4 described the collected data in detail. The data was presented thematically, with 
different themes, such as ‘Use of Language Learning Apps’ being identified and analysed 
through a triangulation of the data from the different strands of the study. The following chapter, 
Chapter 5, revisited the research questions and answered them based on the data collected and 
analysed, before discussing in detail the broad topics which were identified during the study 




want to use smartphones and social media as part of their language studies. The thesis 
concludes with Chapter 6, which summarises the study and makes recommendations about how 
the findings can be used within the Irish education system, and also suggests areas for future 
research. 
 
6.1.1 Review of the key topics from the analysis 
Four significant topics were identified during the study. The first is the perception held by 
many learners as to what, as one participant revealingly termed it, ‘actual, proper’ study is, and 
what such study comprises, a trope first highlighted in Section 4.2.4.  The learners in this study 
generally held a conservative perception of what ‘actual, proper’ language study is, and this 
perception is generally limited to traditional study practices, evidenced by participant quotes 
such as ‘sitting down’ to study grammar and vocabulary, learning off ‘a sheet of verbs’, and 
‘diving into the books.’  This perception of study also consists primarily of traditional study 
resources, such as textbooks and laptop computers. Finally, it is an activity more likely to be 
conducted alone than with others. As well as what they consider ‘actual, proper’ study, learners 
also described a range of other activities, which were more casual, less structured, and more 
enjoyable, such as using some Language Learning Apps, or consuming second-language music 
or video content, which, thanks to their hybrid nature of entertainment and second-language 
content, can be a ‘positive break from study’.  
Learners also displayed clear associations between different devices and the value they place 
on them for different purposes. Across the data strands, there was an overwhelming preference 
for laptop computers as the device for deliberate language study. It was the device on which 
they felt most focused for study, and the device on which they felt they had their most 
productive learning encounters. As mentioned by P16 in the group interview, ‘there’s a 
different kind of stigma’ to a laptop, a positive disposition towards the device, which makes it 
the preferred device when learners ‘actually have to get this work done’, in contrast to the 
smartphone, which is for ‘just for playing around.’  
A further aspect to the topic of ‘actual, proper’ study is the discovery that the participants often 
needed to be in a particular mindset or mentality for encounters with second-language content 
to be productive or beneficial. As P16 commented, when encountering ‘proper’ learning 




and such encounters were more likely to be productive as a result. Likewise, P18 noted that for 
‘the formal kind of learning, where you’d be going on to learn, […] you’d always seem to take 
something away’,  whereas when second-language content was encountered while idly 
scrolling through social media, ‘I was learning things less often then.’ Thus, this suggests that 
simple exposure to second-language content is by no means sufficient for encounters to take 
place; the learners must be in the right mentality for the encounter to be beneficial, and they 
are more likely to be in that mentality when engaged in what they consider to be ‘actual, proper’ 
study, on traditional study materials. The issue of how to avoid learners developing perceptions 
of what different devices are ‘for’ is discussed in the recommendations made in Section 6.2.4. 
The second topic identified from the data was the limited role that smartphones played in the 
study behaviours of the participants. As mentioned above, when it comes to ‘actual, proper’ 
study, learners clearly prefer to do this on a laptop computer whenever possible, and use of 
their smartphones for ‘actual, proper’ study was often limited to quickly checking something 
online, such as the translation of a word, in tandem with their laptop-based activities. 
In the previous chapters the researcher identified a second category of learning activities in 
which smartphones do play a role. These ‘study-lite’ activities are situated somewhere between 
entertainment and study, and more relaxed and more engaging that ‘actual, proper’ study 
activities. In some cases, they meet the definition of Edutainment described in Section 2.2.5.3, 
such as ‘Study-lite’ activities which include use of apps on which they encounter second-
language content, including but not limited to Language Learning Apps, and also the 
consumption of second-language video and music content. However, such ‘study-lite’ 
activities were not widespread, as while some participants regularly engaged in them,  other 
participants did not engage in them whatsoever. A more common opinion was that their 
smartphones were simply separate to their language learning, and were more likely to be 
viewed as a device used as an escape from, or reward for, periods of ‘actual, proper’ study. 
Their perception of what their smartphones are ‘for’, which is communication, social media, 
and entertainment, means while they might find ‘study-lite’ activities useful, they are unlikely 
to be in the right ‘mentality’ for formal study to occur, or to be productive, on the device. 
Recommendations on practices to foster learner perception of a smartphone as a device for 
deliberate study as well as ‘study-lite’ activities are made in Section 6.2.4. 
The third topic identified was the role that social media play in the participants’ second-




English speaking friends on social media, and although social media were the platforms on 
which they encountered the majority of the second-language content to which they were 
exposed, their production of second-language content was extremely limited. The case data 
revealed that after their University of Limerick coursework, social media were the next most 
likely ways in which they came across second-language content.  While the participants 
engaged with the content at least enough to remember and record the encounter while 
completing the case study forms, this engagement rarely reached the level of actually producing 
second-language content of their own, as they were quite unlikely to respond to such content 
with a comment or post. Reasons for this lack of second-language production included a lack 
of confidence in their second language and a consequent fear of mistakes and embarrassment, 
as well as only having a minority of social media ‘friends’ who were speakers of that language. 
Social media have the potential to play a role in the development of a personalised learning 
environment, through the curation of social media preferences to produce a steady feed of 
authentic second-language content from various accounts, pages, or groups. However, unlike 
some of the studies mentioned in the previous chapter, the learners in this study did not avail 
of that affordance to a significant degree, with the majority not ‘liking’ or ‘following’ such 
accounts, pages, or groups, and thus not seeing any published content in their newsfeeds. Again, 
similar to their views of smartphones, and similar to the findings of other studies mentioned in 
the previous chapter, participants were most likely to view their social media activity as a way 
to reward themselves after study, and very unlikely to view social media as having a key role 
in the language studies. Consequently, they are less likely to curate their social media to ensure 
regular encounters with their target languages, or be in the right mentality for such encounters 
to be beneficial. In order for learners to value social media as venues where language learning 
can occur, the development of this mentality that excludes such venues must be challenged. 
Recommendations to foster a more open mentality to towards social media as language-
learning resources are made later in the chapter. 
 
6.2 Recommendations and implications for teaching practice 
This section will begin examining the wider context in which recommendations are made in 
Section 6.2.1. Following this is an exploration of the most appropriate venues for fostering 
learners’ digital literacy and digital awareness in Section 6.2.2. This will be followed by 




Section 6.2.3. In Section 6.2.4, the researcher uses the findings of this study to make a number 
of recommendations regarding the development of a nationwide curriculum that will develop 
young learners who are digitally literate and aware of the potential merits and pitfalls of 
smartphone ownership. 
 
6.2.1 Justification for recommendations 
As identified in Chapter 5, any suggestions made to change the perceptions learners hold of 
smartphones and social media as language learning resources must be justified within the wider 
educational and social context. While language teachers may view smartphones within the 
narrow context of their potential as a language learning resource, there are issues to be 
addressed over the impact that mobile technology has on educational outcomes as well as wider 
societal concerns regarding smartphones and social media and the part they play in addictive 
behaviour, social isolation, and online bullying.  Firstly, while computers have been a feature 
of Irish classrooms for many years, mobile devices such as tablet computers, and indeed 
smartphones, have gained a presence much more recently, and their impacts on learning are 
not yet fully understood. As mentioned in the previous chapter, there is a lack of research, and 
longitudinal research in particular, in this area. In keeping with the history of MALL research, 
reports on mobile learning tend to describe one-off projects which are rarely integrated into the 
permanent curriculum (Marek and Wu 2016). As discussed in the introduction chapter, some 
schools which did introduce tablet computers into the classroom either as a supplement to or 
replacement for schoolbooks are now reconsidering that approach, with teachers, students, and 
parents all voicing concerns over the quality of learning taking place (Marcus Quinn et al. 
2019). Attitudes towards smartphones in the classroom are even less positive, with the devices 
generally being unused, if not banned outright. Consequently, supporters of Smartphone-
assisted language learning (SMALL) must be careful to ensure that their enthusiasm for the 
language learning affordances of the devices is supported by the research, and this researcher 
believes ongoing research is needed to ensure that this is the case. Recommendations for further 
study in this area are made in Section 6.2.4. 
Even if integration of SMALL into the curriculum could be justified by research in the field, 
the merits of the practice must also be balanced within the wider societal concerns described 
above. As already described, smartphone overuse and smartphone addiction is a significant 




of misleading information or outright falsities. Thus, SMALL advocates must be cognisant of 
the possibility of the perils of directing, or even compelling, learners to further use a device 
which they already use too much, or to use an online platform which might initiate or 
exacerbate online bullying. The integration of SMALL into the curriculum cannot take place 
only within the narrow context of language learning but must be part of a more broadly-focused 
holistic policy that addresses all concerns, and an approach to this policy is discussed in Section 
6.2.4. 
 
6.2.2 How to integrate smartphones into the Irish education system? 
As described in Section 5.1.3.4, the ideal MALL practitioner is one who embraces the 
affordances of mobile devices to regularly and spontaneously interact with their target language, 
and takes an active role in developing and utilising a range of sources to create a rich and 
beneficial personalised and self-regulated learning environment. However, it is also clear that 
the participants in this study exhibited behaviours and attitudes that are often far removed from 
this ideal MALL practitioner. Generally, their encounters with target languages are planned 
rather than spontaneous, part of study rather than part of other activity, and they did not display 
the readiness or willingness to exploit smartphones or social media to develop a personalised 
learning environment.  
These behaviours and attitudes are likely developed, and perhaps even fossilised, in the learners’ 
primary and secondary education experiences, where their learning, and even their technology-
based learning, is more teacher-led, more likely to be based on traditional teaching and learning 
materials, where their access to technology will be more controlled and restricted, and where 
there is very little, if any, utilisation of smartphones in the classroom (MacMahon et al. 2018). 
Thus, by the time students arrive at university, they are likely to already have preconceived 
perceptions of what study is, and how it is done, and they are likely to also have clear 
perceptions on what smartphones and social media are ‘for’. If smartphones and social media 
play a role in their learning, it is likely to be a limited and tangential, rather than central, 
resource. 
If, as this researcher believes, their learning behaviours and attitudes are developed during their 
primary and secondary education, then it is at these levels of education that changes should be 




previously, but also begin to foster behaviours and attitudes towards smartphones and social 
media which are more amenable to language learning. The following sections will firstly 
review and summarise the current practices regarding smartphones, social media, and digital 
literacy which were documented in Chapter 1, and secondly, make a number of 
recommendations for a systematic approach to fostering the afore-mentioned attributes among 
future generations of learners. 
 
6.2.3 A summary of the central aspects of technology in Irish education 
Section 1.2 documented both the history of technology and current theories and practices 
regarding technology in Irish education, and the key aspects of those policies and practices will 
be summarised here. The first point to be summarised is that the primary emphasis of 
technology materials is on addressing issues regarding online safety. The second point is that 
by allowing individual schools to design and implement their own policies on mobile learning, 
there is a lack of a consistent approach to mobile learning which results in significantly different 
levels of exposure to and engagement with mobile devices across different schools. The final 
key point is that the term ‘technology’ is far more likely to be associated with laptop computers 
and tablet computers than smartphones, which are commonly ignored or even banned from 
schools. 
 
6.2.3.1 Main emphasis is on online safety 
The first central aspect is that at both primary and secondary level, the main focus of 
‘technology’, and in particular, mobile technology, is on helping students to negotiate online 
activities safely. The Department of Education and Skills produces numerous booklets to be 
used to help learners become more careful in their online activities. Primary level booklets such 
as ‘Myselfie and the Wider World’ and Secondary level booklets such as ‘Lockers’, ‘Be in Ctrl’, 
and ‘#Up2Us’, focus issues such as sharing of images without consent on smartphones and 
social media, sexual coercion, and bullying.  
Digital literacy, and the opportunities afforded by the internet, are mentioned in these booklets. 
A Junior Cycle booklet titled ‘An introduction to digital literacy – Connected’ notes that 




and balancing empowerment and protection is crucial for parents and educators.’ (p.5). 
However, despite such mentions, the emphasis is clearly on making young learners aware of 
the potential pitfalls on online activity, rather than fostering an attitude that there is a learning 
potential which can be exploited through smartphones and social media. While this researcher 
entirely agrees with the focus on online safety, in particular at primary level, he believes that at 
secondary level, there is a space, and a necessity, at curricular level for the educational aspects 
of smartphones to be introduced, practised, and evaluated, and this belief is developed in the 
following sections. 
 
6.2.3.2 Lack of a coherent nationwide approach to mobile learning 
The second key point is that there is no coherent nationwide approach to mobile learning and 
social media. Rather than developing a nationwide approach to the issue of educational use of 
smartphones and social media in schools the Irish Department of Education and Skills instead 
advises individual schools to develop their own policy: ‘Schools are advised that they should 
have a whole school policy in place covering the use of tablet devices and smartphones in the 
classroom and during the school day’ (Department of Education and Skills 2018). 
As school policy regarding technology, including tablet computers and smartphones, is 
currently left to each individual school to develop as they see fit, a consequence of this is that 
‘students’ experience of technology at school varies hugely’ (Marcus Quinn et al. 2019, p.767). 
Even in schools which market themselves as ‘tech-driven’ or ‘iPad schools’, there is a clear 
lack of research into what these terms really mean and how such technology is actually 
integrated into teaching and learning practices at these schools (Marcus Quinn et al. 2019). 
There is a need for a coherent nationwide policy regarding the use of smartphones in schools, 
and also an understanding of the functionality and limitations of different devices, especially 
smartphones, to ensure that these devices allow full access to and practice with the content 
(Raftery 2018).  
 
6.2.3.3 ‘Technology’ focuses on laptops and tablet computers 
A final key focus is that while the Department of Education and Skills makes reference to 




‘mobile technology’ refers mainly to tablet computers. There has been much less focus on the 
introduction of smartphones. The Irish Department of Education and Skills Statement of 
Strategy 2019-2021, for example, in which ‘technology’ is repeatedly mentioned, but in which 
the term ‘smartphone’ does not appear even once.  Similarly, the current Primary School 
Curriculum (curriculumonline.ie 2020, p.29) ‘provides children with opportunities to use 
modern technology to enhance their learning in all subjects’ but is non-specific about the 
devices to be used, and the document itself is largely unchanged from when it was first 
introduced in 1999.  
A common reaction is to consider smartphones unwelcome in the classroom, and a typical 
reaction to students bring their own devices to school has simply been to forbid students from 
using them during school hours.  As documented in Chapter 1, a 2018 survey by the Irish 
Primary Principals’ Network (IPPN) reported that that in 61% of schools, smartphones are not 
allowed on school premises, and in another 38% of schools, the devices are permitted but only 
accessible for emergency purposes, leaving only 1% of primary schools in which learning-
related use of smartphones is permitted (ippn.ie 2019).  
As stated on webwise.ie, the website of the branch of the Irish Department of Education and 
Skills which deals with the integration of technology in the classroom, ‘The use of tablet 
devices and smart phones is now an integral part of the lives of children and young people […] 
Children and young people need to be guided and supported to become good digital citizens.’ 
(webwise.ie 2019c, para.2-4) Notwithstanding the acknowledgement of this fact, there is a lack 
of a systematic approach to offer this guidance and support and best prepare young learners for 
ownership of a smartphone or other mobile device. While simply ignoring smartphones or 
banning them from the classroom may alleviate issues with distraction or classroom disruption 
in the short term, these policies are ‘reactionary at best and draconian at worst’ (Marcus-Quinn 
et al. 2019, p.775). It is not in the best long-term interests of the students themselves, as it does 
not help to establish the kind of digital literacy needed either to effectively use a smartphone 
for learning purposes or to avoid issues of distraction, smartphone overuse, and online bullying 
that often come with smartphone ownership. 
Simply put, smartphones are here to stay and they will continue to play a significant role in the 
lives of learners. As this study showed, they are heavily used for a variety of functions, and 
ignoring their presence is not a justifiable option. References to ‘technology’ such as those 




different perceptions of the merits and roles of different devices and resources, and these 
perceptions can be fostered, for good or bad, by schools themselves. There is a need for a 
systematic and holistic approach to the issues that come with smartphone ownership, in terms 
of the potential for both negative impacts, such as smartphone addiction and online bullying, 
and positive impacts, such as their merits as a study resource. Recommendations for 
improvements to current practice have already been made in the Irish context, with Kavanagh 
and O’Rourke (2016) advocating for a form of digital guidance counselling which can guide 
students ‘in the areas of treating others with respect, avoiding bullying, being safe and critically 
evaluating information found online’ (p.10) while also helping students recognise the merits of 
technology in ’opening up new worlds of human activity and areas of scholarship’ (p.10). 
 This researcher understands the current approach of prioritising online safety, and does not 
wish to change that. At primary school level in particular, when smartphone ownership is not 
yet ubiquitous, the current focus on safety is appropriate. Nevertheless, he believes that at 
secondary school level greater emphasis can be placed on fostering learner attitudes towards 
smartphones’ potential value as learning resources. As well as emphasising the potential for 
misuse of smartphones, helping young learners develop a perception of smartphones as a tool 
for learning has its place in a balanced holistic curricular approach that aims to develop digitally 
literate and agentive mobile learners, as visualised in Figure 6.2. 
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As highlighted by McCoy and Lyons (2018), the potential benefits of technology in learning 
are best achieved through supporting its safe and effective use by students, and this is 
particularly crucial when it comes to smartphones, the devices on which learners will spend 
significant amounts of time, and on which they will conduct much of their social interaction. 
Rather than learners engaging in smartphone-related learning activities that are parallel to but 
distinct from their mainstream language learning, this researcher envisions a form of 
Smartphone-Enhanced Language Learning (SPELL) in which smartphone-mediated learning 
activities are incorporated into and function as one strand of their mainstream learning. This 
would occur as a result of curricular changes which broaden learner perceptions of the 
resources and practices encompassed in ‘actual, proper’ study, as well as classroom practices 
which include regular structured engagement with smartphones and social media for learning 
purposes. With SPELL and agentive mobile learning in mind, the researcher makes the 
following recommendations. 
 
6.2.4 Recommendations for the Irish second-level technology curriculum  
This section contains two sets of recommendations. The first set contains suggestions for the 
Department of Education and Skills in terms of the efforts needed to research, develop, and 
support a curriculum that explicitly references smartphones within a focus on digital 
technologies and digital literacy. The second set focuses on the content of the curriculum itself 
and offers suggestions on how smartphones can be integrated into the classroom as tools of 
learning with all subjects, with language-learning on smartphones just one of these subjects.  
As outlined in their Statement of Strategy 2019-2021, the Department of Education and Skills 
aims to ‘support children and young people at key transition points, and advance the use of 
digital technologies in teaching, learning and assessment’ (Ireland, Department of Education 
and Skills 2019b, p.12). However, as with other documents referring to digital technologies, 
there is no explicit reference to smartphones. Suggestions for the Department of Education and 
Skills regarding the integration of smartphones into their approach to technology include: 
Table 6.1 Set 1 of recommendations 
 Recommendations and rationale 
1 Continued engagement in and review of longitudinal studies into the impact of 




outcomes of its students such as recall, cognition, and academic performance (Sana, 
Weston, and Cepeda 2013). These studies will continue to inform policy in the future. 
2 Improved efforts to collect and evaluate data from the ongoing organic projects to 
integrate technology and mobile technology in individual schools, and use such data and 
insights to inform their development of policy. 
3 Commitment to the development of a second-level curriculum, to be implemented 
nationwide, which aims to foster digital literacy among young learners by addressing 
the potential merits and dangers of smartphones in a comprehensive and balanced 
manner, ‘so that mobile technologies promote and contribute to learning instead of 
acting in an adversarial manner’ (Brennan and Dempsey 2018, p.6). 
4 Improvement of both pre-service training and ongoing training and support regarding 
the integration of smartphone-based activities into the classroom. ‘Most review research 
into the use of mobile devices for education has emphasized that one of the largest 
obstacles to implementing effective mobile learning programs is insufficient preparation 
of the teachers’ (Sung et al. 2016, p.266). Improvement of training for this aspect of the 
curriculum at initial teacher education programmes, to ensure that teachers are confident 
in their ability to deliver the content in the classroom in the future, and thus make 
consistency of delivery more likely. Moreover, the Department should further ensure 
the consistency of delivery of this content through ongoing training to support the 
teachers responsible, especially those who have not received such support at initial 
teacher education level. This will help to narrow the current gap in levels engagement 
with technology across schools identified by Marcus-Quinn et al. (2019). 
 
As suggested by Hauck (2019), delivering some aspects of teacher training through an 
online intercultural exchange, which will both familiarise them and make them aware of 
the benefits of digital literacies and technologies, is one possible approach. 
5 Through webwise.ie, the Department currently distributes a booklet to parents titled 
‘Parents’ Guide to a Better Internet’, which currently focuses on the problems associated 
with social media, online bullying and pornography. This booklet should be revised and 
updated to reflect the new curricular focus on the value of smartphones as a learning 
support, in addition to the notes of caution currently expressed. 
6 Continued efforts to review research into the wider impacts of technology in areas such 




2019), and commitment to reviewing its educational policies in light of significant 
findings in such areas. 
 
Regarding the integration of smartphones into the classroom, Documents such as the Digital 
Strategy for Schools 2015-2020 make it clear that the Department of Education and Skills is 
already committed to the development of  digital literacy among Irish learners, by which they 
mean helping learners to ‘improve their capacity to know what they are looking for, what 
information to ignore or discard, and how to identify what can be useful or significant’ (Digital 
Strategy for Schools 2015-2020, p.22). However, this approach focuses only on the content 
they encounter online, rather than the devices they use in their online studies. This researcher 
believes that the inclusion of smartphone-based activities as one strand of their overall studies 
should be part of the approach to digital literacy. Recommendations regarding the integration 
of smartphones into the digital literacy curriculum at secondary level include: 
Table 6.2 Set 2 of recommendations 
 Recommendations and rationale 
1 Acknowledgement of the fact that a smartphone ownership rate of 100% is inevitable 
among Irish secondary school students. This will help learners to understand that, if they 
do not already have a smartphone, they will own one at some point, and that this 
ownership and use is something for which they need support and guidance. 
2 Proactivity in delivering some of the content on safe smartphone use before, rather than 
after, young learners acquire their first smartphone. It is important to lay the groundwork 
for healthy and responsible device use (Steiner-Adair and Barker 2013).  This will allow 
learners to be more informed and prepared when they do become smartphone users. 
3 Encouragement of learners to become more conscious of the amount of time they spend 
online each day, and what they do during this time, across all devices, but particularly 
on smartphones. As the present study showed, completing a regular report on their 
smartphone-based encounters with second languages raised their awareness of the 
nature and extent of their engagement with those languages. Such awareness-raising will 
help them better understand their existing digital behaviours and preferences, and also 




4 Inclusion of controlled and supervised periods of study for both language learning and 
other subjects on both smartphones and tablet computers, emphasising the learning 
value of both. This will both broaden learner perceptions of how learning can take place 
and what roles devices can play, and also avoid fostering perceptions of the learning 
value of one device over another, or developing attitudes about what different devices 
are ‘for’. Instead, it will facilitate the development of a more blended perception of 
technology, in which the smartphone is normalised as a learning device as it is 
normalised as part of their daily lives. 
5 Commitment that as well as longer, deliberate periods of study on mobile devices, they 
should also be used to supplement traditional classroom learning, such as briefly 
checking facts or meanings of words. This will foster learner perceptions of smartphones 
as having value in different learning situations. 
6 Inclusion of projects which have been specifically designed for completion on 
smartphones, rather than simply encouraging smartphone use for projects which would 
be more efficiently completed on other devices. Puentedura (2006, slide 3) noted that 
technological advances can facilitate ‘the creation of new tasks, previously 
inconceivable’, yet as Burston (2014) reported, most MALL activities are pedagogically 
limited and lack innovation. Fully exploiting the affordances of smartphones will help 
to make smartphone-based projects enjoyable and fulfilling learning experiences. 
7 Inclusion of learning activities which focus on the role that social media can play as a 
source of second-language content. A regular check of, for example, a French or Spanish 
language-learning page on Facebook, can raise learner awareness of the merits of social 
media as a venue for accessing both authentic second-language content and to see 
questions posed by fellow language learners. 
 
6.3 Limitations of the study 
This empirical study has provided valuable insight into the existing uses of and attitudes 
towards smartphones and social media of the language learners involved, and has suggested 
how these insights can be used to formulate a systematic approach to smartphone-assisted 
learning and language learning within a wider holistic approach to the development of digital 




However, as with all research, there were a number of limitations to the study. Firstly, all the 
data collected was self-reported by the learners themselves, and is therefore subjective, and 
must be treated as such, despite the best efforts of the researcher to design the research 
instruments to facilitate as much triangulation as possible. Such subjectivity is one of the 
features of social sciences research, however, and the methodology used was the only way in 
which the data could be collected. Secondly, while the limited duration of the case study was 
necessary to ensure full participation from the students, a longer period of tracking smartphone 
use would have yielded even richer and more valuable data. Use of an app such as the Quality 
Time app to accurately track the participants’ smartphone usage might also have been beneficial. 
However, the researcher felt that asking potential participants to install such an app on their 
devices might have been counter-productive as it would likely be off-putting in terms of 
recruiting participants. Overall, it was felt that keeping the case study procedure simple would 
lead to more participants and consequently more data. 
Finally, this study examined only smartphone-based encounters with second languages, and 
while it provides detailed data on how the learners use their smartphones and social media as 
part of their language-learning activities, it did not examine deeply the role that other devices 
play in their language learning. Investigation of the learners’ behaviours on other devices 
would have allowed for deeper comparison and contrast of the learners’ study preferences and 
perceptions across devices. 
 
6.4 Research contribution and directions for future research 
This section will first describe the value of this study within the field of mobile-assisted 
language learning by identifying how the research and its findings help to fill a gap in existing 
research, in Section 6.4.1. This will be followed in Section 6.4.2 by a series of 
recommendations for future research that can support and expand upon this study to facilitate 
the development of an informed curriculum for smartphone-assisted learning. 
 
6.4.1 The research contribution of this study 
Notwithstanding the limitations of this study mention in Section 6.3, the researcher believes 
that it still provides a valuable contribution to the fields of both MALL and SMALL. As 




incidental language learning on smartphones and social media in both the Irish and 
international contexts. While there are a wealth of studies which report on teacher-led or 
institutional MALL projects, far fewer studies have examined how the learners themselves use 
and want to use their smartphones and social media platforms for language learning when left 
to their own devices. This study has shed light on the self-directed and self-regulated learning 
behaviours of language learners in the Irish university context, as well as the perceptions they 
have of what language learning is, and the values they place on different devices within that 
perception.  
Moreover, as mentioned in Recommendation 3 in Section 6.2.4.1, awareness-raising exercises 
are important in helping learners become more informed as to the extent, nature, and merits of 
their learning activities, whether on a device or not. In the present study, it is clear from the 
interview data that the study caused the participants themselves to become more aware of how 
often they encountered second languages, and how beneficial (or not) those encounters were. 
The findings serve as further evidence to support the inclusion of awareness-raising exercises 
among learners regarding their use of technology. 
Furthermore, the study has identified a particular perception of study, termed ‘actual, proper 
study’. This kind of study, which involves arriving at the right ‘mentality’ for study and 
includes practices such as ‘sitting down’ and writing out lists of verbs multiple times, is quite 
traditional in terms of the resources and practices which are involved, and indeed, is very 
similar to how this researcher learned languages during his own secondary schooling, which 
took place before the advent of the internet. This narrow perception of ‘actual, proper study’ 
has been linked in this study to the teaching practices that exist at secondary schools, and 
indicates that these teaching practices have failed to keep pace with technological advances. 
Identifying this perception is the first step towards designing teaching strategies which will 
lead to learners developing a broader perception of learning that more easily encompasses a 
range of technological devices and resources, and this study makes a significant contribution 
in that context. 
Overall, this researcher believes that the research described in this thesis helps to fill the 
aforementioned gaps in research which existed regarding learner behaviours on and attitudes 
to smartphones and social media as language learning resources. He also believes that the 




guide teachers in enhancing the way in which learners interact with their smartphones for both 
educational and non-educational purposes. 
Finally, at the time of writing, the Covid-19 pandemic, among its many other consequences, 
such as its impact of the mental health of young people, documented in Section 2.3.2.3, is 
necessitating dramatic changes to the way content is delivered to students at all levels of 
education, as described in Section 1.2.8. Teachers no longer have the option to simply avoid 
technology if they are not comfortable using it as part of their teaching repertoire. Teachers 
and students alike have had online learning thrust upon them, and the results have been far 
from uniformly positive. In Ireland, one primary school teacher and assistant professor in 
education highlighted that technology has either enabled or excluded students, with some 
children lacking either ‘the resources (laptop, wifi, software) or digital literacy they need to 
meaningfully engage’ (McGillicuddy 2020, para.16) In the UK, Green (2020, p.2) reported that 
‘One fifth of pupils–over two million children - did no schoolwork at home, or less than an 
hour a day’, leading to substantial learning losses. In light of the impact of Covid-19 on delivery 
of education, there may be a paradigm shift toward blended learning approaches that already 
exist but have not been adopted on a large scale. An understanding of learners’ capability and 
willingness to engage in online learning, and on what devices, is important to the improvement 
of online delivery of educational content, and the present study makes an unforeseen but timely 
contribution in that regard. 
 
6.4.2 Recommendations for future research 
Of course, this study alone cannot be the foundation on which such a second-level curriculum 
can be built, and further research is needed to make such a curriculum as informed and effective 
as possible. Firstly, a more complete understanding of the existing behaviours and preferences 
of learners is central to any effort to develop a curriculum that will foster students who 
effectively employ smartphones and social media as language learning resource. On the basis 
of the finding of the present study, this researcher suggests that more studies be conducted in 
the field of informal, incidental, and self-regulated learning on smartphones and social media 
at secondary level schools. 
In tandem with this is a need for longitudinal studies which evaluate the impact that 




that their long-term impacts have not yet become understood, and any advocate of MALL 
should welcome research which allows a more complete picture of the effect that mobile 
technology and social media have on the wider learning landscape and on language learning in 
particular.  Thus, long-term studies which document the learning outcomes of mobile 
technology in the classroom, particularly at secondary level, are a clear direction for future 
research.  
In Ireland, some schools promote themselves as ‘tech-friendly’ or as ‘iPad schools’, and a 
small number have some form of Bring Your Own Device policy (Marcus-Quinn et al. 2019). 
Research which explores the learner experience with technology at such schools, and in 
particular, the effect their second-level experience has had on their attitudes towards and use 
of smartphones, especially regarding self-directed learning, would be very enlightening. 
Finally, there is a need to examine the wider impact that technology has on the lives of learners, 
particularly in primary and secondary level. Advocates of smartphone-assisted learning must 
recognise that integration of smartphones into the education system  must be evaluated and 
justified not only at pedagogical level, but also when taking into account societal concerns over 
issues such as smartphone addiction, online bulling, and physical and mental health. Such 
research is crucial to allow curriculum developers to continue to make the most informed 
decisions possible regarding content on the curriculum. 
 
6.5 Conclusion to the study 
As mentioned earlier in this chapter, smartphones will remain a significant part of the social 
and educational landscape in the future. Smartphone technology continues to develop rapidly, 
meaning that approaches to educate young learners and smartphone users need to be an ongoing 
process. This reality cannot be ignored; rather, steps must be taken to ensure that young learners 
become more conscious of and comfortable with navigation of digital literacy,  digital safety, 
and smartphone-mediated learning, and the education system is one obvious venue for such 
awareness to be raised. 
While there are strategies in place to address concerns such as online safety and bullying, there 
has been less effort in supporting learners in exploiting the learning opportunities afforded by 
smartphones and social media. Through survey, case study, and interview, the current study 




and use smartphones and social medias as language-learning resources. The findings have 
shown that despite widespread use of smartphones for other purposes, the study behaviours 
and attitudes of the cohort of learners involved are relatively narrow and rigid, and their use of 
smartphones for learning purposes is generally far removed from the ideal MALL practitioner. 
These behaviours and perceptions reflect a lack of a systematic pedagogical approach to 
smartphone-mediated learning at Irish primary and secondary-level education, and the factors 
behind this incohesive approach have been described in the current study. 
The current study has made a number of recommendations which can help to develop a more 
cohesive and balanced approach to the development of digital literacy among Irish secondary-
level students. This researcher strongly believes in the importance of the development of an 
informed and holistic curriculum that educates young learners on smartphone behaviours, in 
combination with the training of teachers to ensure the curriculum is fully and consistently 
delivered. Furthermore, this researcher believes that through the implementation of the 
recommendations made in this study, young learners will develop the digital literacy to be 
sufficiently informed and prepared to not only avoid the pitfalls that smartphones present, but 
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Survey of electronic device usage and social media presence among language learners 
This survey is only for people who own smartphones.  
 
How old are you? 
17 or younger. (Go to end of survey) 
18 - 22 (continue with survey) 
23 or older (continue with survey) 
 
Do you own a smartphone? 
Yes I do. (continue with survey)  




1. I am a... * 
native English speaker  
non-native English speaker  
 
2. My smartphone's Operating System is... 





3. As well as a smartphone, I own or have regular access to a... * 
 
                                                                                 Yes No 
Desktop computer   
Laptop computer   
Tablet    
e-reader   








4. On average, approximately how much time do you spend each day on the devices you 
own/have regular access to? * 
 


















Desktop computer       
Laptop computer       
Tablet       
Smartphone       
E-reader       
 
 
5. What social media accounts do you have, and how regularly do you access them? * 
 




























Facebook        
Twitter        
Tumblr        
Instagram        
WhatsApp        
Snapchat        
Reddit        
Pinterest        
Other        
 
 
6. Which device do you most commonly use to access your social media accounts? 
I don’t have any social media accounts  
Desktop computer  










7. When accessing your social media accounts, how often do you use each device?* 
 










25% of the 
time 
 
I use my desktop 
computer… 
    
I use my laptop computer…     
I use my tablet…     
I use my smartphone…     
I use my e-reader…     
 
 


















Looking up the meaning 
of words in a second 
language 
      
Speaking practice in a 
second language 
      
Using language learning 
apps 
      
Writing practice in a 
second language 
      
Using language learning 
sites 
      
Reading practice in a 
second language 
      
Practising with target 
vocabulary 
      
Listening practice in a 
second language 










9. A Language Learning App is an app designed to support people learning a language. On 










10. How often do you access your Language Learning Apps? 
I don't have any language learning apps on my smartphone.  
At least 5 times a day  
At least 3 times a day  
At least once a day  
At least 3 times a week  
At least once a week  
 
11. Regarding your use of your smartphone (SP), how often are the following statements true 
for you? 
 Daily Regularly  Occasionally Almost 
never/Never  
I watch second language videos for 
pleasure. 
    
I use my SP as a dictionary.     
I speak in a second language on my SP.     
I read in an second language on my SP.     
I write in a second language on my SP.     
I listen to foreign language podcasts on 
my SP 
    
I watch second language videos as part 
of study. 
    
I come across new words in my second 
language by accident. 
    
I receive messages in a second 
language. 
    
I browse second language content for 
pleasure. 







12. Regarding your use of social media (SM), how often are the following statements true for 
you? 
 Daily Regularly  Occasionally Almost 
never/Never  
I watch second language video content 
on SM. 
    
I use a language other than my native 
language on SM. 
    
People contact me in a second language 
on SM. 
    
I use SM for my general study.     
I use SM for my language study.     
I learn new words in a second language 
on SM. 
    
I make comments/posts in a second 
language on SM. 
    
I read comments/posts in a second 
language on SM. 
    
I access a language learning group on 
SM. 
    
 
13. Regarding your encounters with a second language (SL), how often are the following 
statements true for you? 
 Daily Regularly  Occasionally Almost 
never/Never  
I speak to a native speaker of my SL.     
I speak SL with friends (not native SL 
speakers). 
    
I study a SL on a desktop or laptop.     
I have planned periods of SL study.     
I read for pleasure in SL.     
I use SL online even when I wasn't 
planning to. 
    
I look up the meaning of new words.     
I study when I have a few minutes to 
kill. 
    
I use social media to practise my SL.     
I learn something about my SL from 
social media. 

















Most of my 
exposure to other 
languages comes 
from my… 
      
I feel most focused 
for study when I 
use … 
      
I prefer to browse 
the internet on 
my… 
      
Writing essays is 
easiest on my… 
      
Usually, my 
planned periods of 
second language 
study are on my… 
      
My most important 
tool for study is 
my... 
      
The best way to 
look up new words 
is on my ... 
      
For playing online 
games, it's best to 
use my... 




encounters are on 
my… 
      
 









Most of my social media access 
comes from my SP. 
    
Most of my encounters with a 
second language on my SP come 
while studying. 
    
A SP has limited use as a learning 
tool. 
    
I am happy to use my SP for email 
communication. 




I prefer using a SP to a computer 
for language study. 
    
Using a SP to study a language is 
frustrating. 
    
Most of my encounters with a 
second language on my SP come 
while socialising/using social 
media. 
    
My SP is central to my language 
study. 
    
I often need to use a laptop to do 
something after trying to use my 
SP. 
    
I use my SP to escape study.     
 









I have lots of foreign friends on 
SM. 
    
SM is a place I can practise my 
target language. 
    
When I contact my friends, I use 
SM more than email/text. 
    
I spend more time on SM than on 
language learning sites/apps. 
    
I see my SM use as separate from 
my language study. 
    
SM helps me with grammar.     
SM helps me learn new words.     
SM is a central part of my 
language study. 
    
My use of SM supports my other 
language study. 
    
SM motivates me to study 
language. 
    
SM is not a place for serious study.     









17. Regarding your encounters with a second language (SL), are the following statements 









SL study on a smartphone is 
difficult. 
    
Learning a SL is fun.     
Most of my SL encounters are 
planned. 
    
Most of my SL encounters are 
unexpected. 
    
Social media helps my SL study.     
I think using a smartphone helps 
my SL study a lot. 
    






















































(Elimination Question 1)  
How old are you? 
17 or younger. (Go to end of survey) 
18 - 22 (continue with survey) 
23 or older (continue with survey) 
 
(Elimination Question 2)  
Do you own a smartphone? 
Yes I do. (continue with survey)  

























The Survey Proper 
 
1. I am a... * 
native English speaker  
non-native English speaker  
 
2. My smartphone's Operating System is...* 





3. As well as a smartphone, I own or have regular access to a... * 
 
                                                                                 Yes No 
Desktop computer   
Laptop computer   
Tablet    
e-reader   
another device (please specify below)   
 
 
4. On average, approximately how much time do you spend each day on the devices you 
own/have regular access to? * 
 


















Desktop computer       
Laptop computer       
Tablet       
Smartphone       








5. What social media accounts do you have, and how regularly do you access them? * 
 




























Facebook        
Twitter        
Instagram        
WhatsApp        
Snapchat        
LinkedIn        
Tumblr        
Pinterest        
Other        
 
 
6. Which device do you most commonly use to access your social media accounts?* 
I don’t have any social media accounts  
Desktop computer  







7. When accessing your social media accounts, how often do you use each device?* 
 










25% of the 
time 
 
I use my desktop 
computer… 
    
I use my laptop computer…     
I use my tablet…     
I use my smartphone…     
























Looking up the meaning 
of words in a second 
language 
      
Speaking practice in a 
second language 
      
Using language learning 
apps 
      
Writing practice in a 
second language 
      
Using language learning 
sites 
      
Reading practice in a 
second language 
      
Practising with target 
vocabulary 
      
Listening practice in a 
second language 
      
 
 
9. A Language Learning App is an app designed to support people learning a language. On 










10. How often do you access your Language Learning Apps?* 
I don't have any language learning apps on my smartphone.  
At least 5 times a day  
At least 3 times a day  
At least once a day  
At least 3 times a week  
At least once a week  





11. Regarding your use of your smartphone (SP), how often are the following statements true 
for you?* 
 Daily Regularly  Occasionally Almost 
never/Never  
I watch second language videos for 
pleasure. 
    
I use my SP as a dictionary.     
I speak in a second language on my SP.     
I read in an second language on my SP.     
I write in a second language on my SP.     
I play games on my SP.     
I watch second language videos as part 
of study. 
    
I come across new words in my second 
language by accident. 
    
I receive messages in a second 
language. 
    
I browse second language content for 
pleasure. 




12. Regarding your use of social media (SM), how often are the following statements true for 
you?* 
 Daily Regularly  Occasionally Almost 
never/Never  
I watch second language video content 
on SM. 
    
I use a language other than my native 
language on SM. 
    
People contact me in a second language 
on SM. 
    
I use SM for my general study.     
I use SM for my language study.     
I learn new words in a second language 
on SM. 
    
I make comments/posts in a second 
language on SM. 
    
I read comments/posts in a second 
language on SM. 
    
I access a language learning group on 
SM. 





13. Regarding your encounters with a second language (SL), how often are the following 
statements true for you?* 
 Daily Regularly  Occasionally Almost 
never/Never  
I speak to a native speaker of my SL.     
I speak SL with friends (not native SL 
speakers). 
    
I study a SL on a desktop or laptop.     
I have planned periods of SL study.     
I read for pleasure in SL.     
I use SL online even when I wasn't 
planning to. 
    
I look up the meaning of new words.     
I study when I have a few minutes to 
kill. 
    
I use social media to practise my SL.     
I learn something about my SL from 
social media. 
    
 
 









Most of my 
exposure to other 
languages comes 
from my… 
      
I feel most focused 
for study when I 
use my … 
      
I prefer to browse 
the internet on 
my… 
      
Writing essays is 
easiest on my… 
      
Usually, my 
planned periods of 
second language 
study are on my… 
      
My most important 
tool for study is 
my... 
      
The best way to 
look up new words 
is on my ... 




For playing games, 
it's best to use my... 




encounters are on 
my… 













Most of my social media access 
comes from my SP. 
    
Most of my encounters with a 
second language on my SP come 
while studying. 
    
A SP has limited use as a learning 
tool. 
    
I am happy to use my SP for email 
communication. 
    
I prefer using a SP to a computer 
for language study. 
    
Using a SP to study a language is 
frustrating. 
    
Most of my encounters with a 
second language on my SP come 
while socialising/using social 
media. 
    
My SP is central to my language 
study. 
    
I often need to use a laptop to do 
something after trying to use my 
SP. 
    


















I have lots of foreign friends on 
SM. 
    
SM is a place I can practise my 
target language. 
    
When I contact my friends, I use 
SM more than email/text. 
    
I spend more time on SM than on 
language learning sites/apps. 
    
I see my SM use as separate from 
my language study. 
    
SM helps me with grammar.     
SM helps me learn new words.     
SM is a central part of my 
language study. 
    
My use of SM supports my other 
language study. 
    
SM motivates me to study 
language. 
    
SM is not a place for serious study.     
I use SM to escape study.     
 
17. Regarding your encounters with a second language (SL), are the following statements 









SL study on a smartphone is 
difficult. 
    
Learning a SL is fun.     
Most of my SL encounters are 
planned. 
    
Most of my SL encounters are 
unexpected. 
    
Social media helps my SL study.     
I think using a smartphone helps 
my SL study a lot. 
    
SL study is something I do alone.     
I learn new words in my SL from 
playing games 




This is the end of this survey. My PhD project has another stage of research. Would you like 




require you to do any particular activities on your smartphone, but would just require you to 
complete a quick report on your daily use of your smartphone with reference to encounters 
with your target language, and collect data regarding your app usage on your smartphone. 
This stage would also include an invitation to an audio-recorded interview after the case 
study ends, discussing the content of your daily reports. Prior to the start of the case study, 
participants will have opportunity to sign a consent form. 




If you chose 'Yes, I'm interested' in the previous question, please write your name and contact 


















 Yes, I'm interested. 




































Case Study Form 
 
Section 1: 














Did you watch or listen to content in a second language using your 




Did you write/post in a second language using your smartphone in the 




Did you use a language-learning app such as a dictionary app in the 




Q6. If you answered 'Yes I did' to any of the above questions, please click on Continue. 
Otherwise, click on Submit. 
Continue rate    / (%) 
 
 
Section 2:  
Q7: How did you encounter your second languages while using your smartphone in the past 
24 hours? (Please tick all that apply) 
As part of my language studies  
As part of my social life/social media activity  
As part of my personal entertainment  







Q8: In what ways did you encounter your second language while using your smartphone in 
the past 24 hours? (Please tick all that apply) 
while doing homework/coursework for university  
while doing other language study (not related to homework/coursework)  
While using a dictionary  
While using a language learning app (apart from dictionary)  
spoken communication with friends (also through social media or 
messaging) 
 
written communication with friends (also through social media or 
messaging) 
 
reading social media content/posts  
commenting on social media content/posts  
watching or listening to second-language video content on social media  
while playing digital/online games  
While consuming second-language media content (such as 
news/entertainment websites) 
 
listening to second-language music (apart from on social media)  
watching second-language videos (apart from on social media)  
 
 
Q9: In total, how long did your language encounters on your smartphone last in the past 24 
hours? 
shorter than 10 minutes  
10-30 minutes  
30-60 minutes  
more than 1 hour  
 














Q11: Please choose the most appropriate response to the statement: 
 part of study part of leisure 
 








Q12: Please choose the most appropriate response to the statement: 
 enjoyable Not enjoyable 
 






Q13: Please choose the most appropriate response to the statement: 
 I feel like I learned 
something 
 
I don't really feel like I 
learned anything 



















































Case Study: Group Interview Schedule       
         
 
Thank you for taking the time to attend today.  
 
Section 1: First, I want to ask about your experience filling the self-report forms: 
• How was the experience of completing the self-reports?   
o Did completing the self-report make you more conscious of the different 
things you do on your phone? 
o Did completing the form make you more likely to notice your contact with 
second languages in general? 
 
• While completing them, did you notice anything surprising about your own 
responses? 
o  Did you notice a greater or lower amount of contact with a second language 
than you would otherwise have imagined? 
o Did you find that you spent more or less time on certain apps or sites than you 




Section 2: Moving on to some of the responses themselves. And we are referring to 
behaviours and activities outside the classroom from now on. 
 
• One thing the data suggests is that while participants often read second-language 
comments on social media, they are less likely to make second-language comments 
on social media. How true is that for you? 
o What are the reasons that you tend not to make second-language comments on 
social media? 
 
• One of the case study questions asked if your encounters with second languages had 
been enjoyable or not enjoyable. Could you give some examples of each type of 
encounter? 
 
• Similarly, another question asked if, during your encounters with second languages, 
you felt like you had learned something or not. Again, could you give some examples 
of each type of encounter? 
 
• Another question asked if your smartphone encounters with second languages were 
mostly as part study, or mostly as part of leisure.  Which is more common for you? 
o  Can you comment on why you don’t come into contact with second languages 






Section 3: I’d like to move on to some general questions. 
• When I use the term ‘studying a second language’ what does that involve to you?  
o How many of those things do you do on your smartphone? 
 
• Research on Mobile-assisted language learning (MALL) includes cases in which 
teachers have contacted students through social media, or asked them to join a 
specific site or page, as part of a language-learning project (sharing useful vocabulary 
or grammar tips, for example).  
o Have you ever been involved in a project like that? 
o How was it? 
o (If you have never been involved before) What would your reaction be to a UL 
teacher trying to start such a project involving your class?  
o What would you see as positives or negatives to that kind of project? 
 
Section 4: I’d like to finish by asking some questions about the original survey that Martin 
distributed. I know that you might not all have seen it, but I want to examine some of the 
questions here.  
• The survey asked if language learners see their smartphones  and their social media 
profiles as an escape from study…how true is this for you? 
 
• Another question asked if phones are a tool for ‘serious study’. What do you think 
‘serious study’ is? 
o And what role does your smartphone play in it? 
 
• The survey also looked at the extent to which language study is something that is 
done alone, versus, done with others.  Where does your approach to language study fit 
in this? 
o Can you comment on the role that communication with others plays in your 
language studies? 
o What are the reasons that communication isn’t more prominent in your 
studies? 
 
Ok, I’d like to finish by thanking you again for your attendance and also for your comments 





































Elimination questions : 
 
(“17 or younger” = exit survey. 1 student was 17 or younger and exited survey, leaving 84 respondents) 
 
 




How old are you?
17 or younger 18-22 23 or older
84
0
Do you own a smartphone?


















































Desktop computer Laptop Computer Tablet e-reader Another device
As well as a smartphone, I also have access to a...












































Desktop computer Laptop Computer Tablet Smartphone E-reader
On average, approximately how much time do you spend each day on the devices you 
own/have regular access to?



































































Facebook Twitter Instagram Whatsapp Snapchat LinkedIn Tumblr Pinterest Other
What social media accounts do you have, and how regularly do you access them?










Which device do you most commonly use to access your social media 
accounts?




































I use my desktop computer… I use my laptop computer… I use my tablet… I use my smartphone… I use my e-reader…
When accessing your social media accounts, how often do you use each device?



















































meaning of words in a
second language












Listening practice in a
second language
In language-learning situations, which device do you most commonly use?












A Language Learning App is an app designed to support people learning a 






















How often do you access your Language Learning Apps?
I don't have any language learning apps on my smartphone.
at least 5 times a day
at least 3 times a day
at least once a day
at least 3 times a week
at least once a week
























































I use my SP as a
dictionary.
I speak a second
language on my SP.
I read in a second
language on my SP
I write in a second
language on my SP.















Regarding your use of your smartphone (SP), how often are the following statements true 
for you? 















































I  use a language
other than my native
language on SM.
People contact me in
a second language on
SM.
I use SM for my
general study.
I use SM for my
language study.
I learn new words in










I access a language
learning group on
SM.
Regarding your use of Social Media (SM), how often are the following statements true for 
you? 
















































I speak to a native
speaker of my SL.
I speak SL with
friends (not native
SL speakers).
I study a SL on a
desktop or laptop.
I have planned
periods of SL study
I read for pleasure
in SL.
I use SL online even
when I wasn't
planning to.
I look up the
meaning of new
words.
I study when I have
a few minutes to
kill.
I use social media
to practise my SL.
I learn something
about my SL from
social media.
Regarding your encounters with a second language (SL), how often are the following 
statements true for you? 




















































Most of my exposure 
to other languages 
comes from my…
I feel most focused 
for study when I use 
my…
I prefer to browse 
the internet on my…
Writing essays is 
easiest on my…
Usually, my planned 
periods ofsecond 
language study are 
on my…
My most important
tool for study is my...
The best way to look
up new words is on
my ...
For playing online
games, it's best to
use my...




Please complete the statements by selecting the most appropriate option. 






















































Most of my social
media access




on my SP come
while studying.
A SP has limited
use as a learning
tool.
I am happy to use
my SP for email
communication.
I prefer using a SP
to a computer for
language study.









My SP is central to
my language study.
I often need to use
a laptop to do
something after
trying to use my
SP.
I use my SP to
escape study.
Regarding your use of your smartphone (SP), are the following statements true for you?


























































I have lots of
foreign friends
on SM.






















SM is a central
part ofmy
language study.







SM is not a
place for
serious study.
I use SM to
escape study.
Regarding your use of social media (SM), are the following statements true for you?












































SL study on a
smartphone is difficult.
Learning a SL is fun. Most of my SL
encounters are
planned.
Most of my SL
encounters are
unexpected.
Social media helps my
SL study.
I think using a
smartphone helps my
SL study a lot.
SL study is something  I
do alone.
I learn new words in
my SL from playing
games.
Regarding your encounters with a second language (SL), are the following statements true 
for you?




































Case Study Combined Responses of all 20 participants 
 
Response Rate   133/140 
 
Section 1: 
  Yes I did No I didn’t 
Q1 Did you speak in a second language using your 
smartphone in the past 24 hours? 
41 92 
Q2 Did you read in a second language using your smartphone 
in the past 24 hours? 
97 36 
Q3 Did you watch or listen to content in a second language 
using your smartphone in the past 24 hours? 
57 76 
Q4 Did you write/post in a second language using your 
smartphone in the past 24 hours? 
37 96 
Q5 Did you use a language-learning app such as a dictionary 
app in the past 24 hours? 
60 73 
 
Q6. If you answered 'Yes I did' to any of the above questions, please click on Continue. 
Otherwise, click on Submit. 
Continuation rate    104/133 (78%) 
 
Section 2:  
Q7: How did you encounter your second languages while using your smartphone in the past 
24 hours? (Please tick all that apply) 
As part of my language studies 70 
As part of my social life/social media activity 46 
As part of my personal entertainment 42 








Q8: In what ways did you encounter your second language while using your smartphone in 
the past 24 hours? (Please tick all that apply) 
while doing homework/coursework for university 65 
while doing other language study (not related to homework/coursework) 23 
While using a dictionary 49 
While using a language learning app (apart from dictionary) 13 
spoken communication with friends (also through social media or 
messaging) 
17 
written communication with friends (also through social media or 
messaging) 
23 
reading social media content/posts 46 
commenting on social media content/posts 12 
watching or listening to second-language video content on social media 26 
while playing digital/online games 0 
While consuming second-language media content (such as 
news/entertainment websites) 
13 
listening to second-language music (apart from on social media) 27 
watching second-language videos (apart from on social media) 19 
 
 
Q9: In total, how long did your language encounters on your smartphone last in the past 24 
hours? 
shorter than 10 minutes 23 
10-30 minutes 32 
30-60 minutes 24 
more than 1 hour 25 
 















Q11: Please choose the most appropriate response to the statement: 
 part of study part of leisure 
 






Q12: Please choose the most appropriate response to the statement: 
 enjoyable Not enjoyable 
 






Q13: Please choose the most appropriate response to the statement: 
 I feel like I learned 
something 
 
I don't really feel like I 
learned anything 




















































Case Study Interview 
Interview was conducted on Thursday, November 23rd, 2017, at the Graduate Attributes Hub 
at the University of Limerick. 
Interview conducted by a neutral gatekeeper who is a member of staff at the Centre for 
Teaching and Learning. 
7 participants in attendance: P3, P4, P10, P16, P18, P19, P20  
Start: 00.14 
Interviewer: He is going to turn on the devices. As a worried researcher myself, I can 
understand why he’s putting a couple of devices on, just to make sure that in case anything 
fails… So my name is Sarah Gibbons and I work for the Centre for Teaching and Learning. 
And the purpose, I suppose, of me asking the questions today is to kind of preserve anonymity 
for you guys and also to avoid researcher bias, so for any of you who are doing FYPR doing 
research with human beings, you’d always, from an ethical point of view, have to address your 
own bias in the piece of research you are going to do, so hence why Martin isn’t asking the 
questions and I am asking the questions. Is that OK? Is that kind of clear?  
The other thing is that where, you know, we might capture the broad details about you guys, 
and I will be asking questions, but I don’t need to know anything about you and I won’t ask 
questions about your name or anything like that. There won’t be any identifying factors that 
will come up in the research that will point you out as being, I don’t know, Emma that asked 
that question, or the person who said… whatever the case may be.  
 
Alright are there any kind of questions before we kick off? Is it safe to say that all of you have 
been involved in the self-report forms in the piece of work that Martin is involved in? Yeah? 
Great.  
OK, so ah, that’s why I’m going to start. Just talking to you, a little bit about… there’s kind of 
4 main question areas that we will get through and we won’t keep you past 3 o’clock. Alright? 
And if you guys need to go couple of minutes before that. That’s totally understandable if 
you’re heading to a lecture.  
(SECTION 1 questions) So, in relation to your experiences about filling in the case study forms. 
I suppose you are well used to the idea of reflection and there is an element of reflection in 
here. So, a very broad question to begin with – so how was your experience of completing the 
self-report forms?  
P10: Good. 
Int: Good? 
P16: It kind of made it more obvious about how much time we were actually spending on 
language learning, getting involved with different languages.  
Int: OK, is that the same for others…or? 




P20: yeah, easy to see if you haven’t used an  
 or used your smartphone for language learning. 
Int: Ok. Yeah? Kind of general agreement on that one? Ok good stuff, that’s great. OK, so just 
more specifically, then did completing the self-report, completing that process, make you more 
conscious of different things that you do on your phone? 
P10: Yeah. 
Int: Yeah? 
P10 Yeah, you have to analyse every 2 days what you were doing on your phone, and you 
realise like, I’ve spent that much time on language learning, or I haven’t done much at all with 
the language on those days. 
Int: Yeah…and what would the rest of you think about that? 
P16: On some days…it depends when it is, it just makes you realise how much work you’ve 
done, just informally, not reading a book or something assigned by the university, just by 
yourself…or how little you’ve done. 
Int: Yeah. Ok, so it kind of gives you that degree of quantity, of how much you’re engaging or 
otherwise. How about you other guys? 
P4: kind of yeah, it made me see how structured my studies are, because like it was very, 
very…the same each time, was just the exact same things that I’d be saying. 
Int: ok, so you noticed that you are quite structured? 
P4: Yeah 
Int: So you were reporting the same things on an ongoing basis…ok. 
P4: Yeah. 
Int: Good, anybody else notice anything like that? 
P3: Yeah, I kind of saw patterns, which apps I was using, that kind of thing. 
Int: Ok, yeah, yeah. Apps in relation to language or apps in general? 
P3: Yeah…language. 
Int: Ok, would it be safe to say that for most of you there was an increased consciousness 
around what you were doing, because you were reporting it? 
ALL: murmured agreement. 
P18: Yeah, just seeing the difference between where you think you are at and what you are 
doing, and then, when you are forced to think about it. 
Int: Yeah…and did you see that as being…you think you are doing more, or you think you are 
doing less? 




Int: Or is that you become aware? 
P18: become aware. 
Int: ok, that’s great, brilliant. So the other piece here is…did your completing the forms make 
you more likely to notice your contact with second languages in general? 
P20: Yeah, you wouldn’t happen to see your second language on Facebook or anything, as 
much as you think you might have before the survey started like. 
Int: ok. 
P20: I thought I’d be ticking that box the whole time…that you might see it…but you don’t 
like. 
Int: ok.  
P10: Even like if you’re talk…a friend of mine, we did French together, I even asked them 
after a while…we do speak French a lot on the phone…we text each other, messing, but I didn’t 
realise how often it was until I started reporting it. 
Int: Ok, that’s really good. Yeah… 
P4: Pretty much the same as that, but in Japanese. 
Int: In Japanese, brilliant, yeah, ok… 
P19: I think I found that there was stuff like on Facebook because I had liked pages so that 
stuff would come up. 
Int: ok, so, again, you’re noticing that, you’ve a consciousness around that because you are 
logging it? Would you have been aware of the fact that you were… 
P19: Not before. 
Int: Yeah, not before. So it does seem to be kind of…the process does seem to have raised an 
awareness amongst you as to how much you are engaging, particularly by using your phones. 
Yeah? So, in relation to the self-report form, again, did you notice anything surprising? Did 
you have an AHA! moment, or, I didn’t realise that…or…that’s a bit dodgy? 
P16: The form included a lot of like specific things, have you read in the language…have you 
commented…have you like absorbed anything…just by hearing stuff…and you didn’t really 
take those into account before starting the actual survey…how much you actually take in. 
Int: Yes…through the different forms…the specifics? 
P16: Because when I was starting this I thought like how much time like, I just used my phone 
in general with regards to second language, but I was like...’Oh I didn’t watch a video, but I 
did talk on the phone with my friend, and I did comment on something’…like that…those small 
things that I didn’t think could affect how often we practice the language. 
Int: Yeah, so when you break it down into all the different forms that you can do, you saw that 
as being…you were surprised by that? 




Int: Anybody else? Anything else particularly surprising? 
P4: How often I clicked the ‘I didn’t learn anything’ box.  
Int: Ok, interesting, right. 
P4: But then it made me aware of when I did click it. 
Int: ok, so for your own awareness, that was interesting. 
P4: Yeah. 
Int: and surprising….and maybe a little bit concerning! 
ALL: Laughter. 
Int: Ok 
P16: Like most of the things I clicked…there was Planned or Unplanned…it was mostly 
unplanned, mostly for leisure. And I think I learn better if it’s not planned, or like just, an 
assignment for the university…it’s much more fun. 
Int: You feel, I suppose, that there is a little bit more of your own choice in what you’re 
engaging with, because it hasn’t been proscribed to you as part of assessment? 
P16: Yeah. 
Int: Yeah…anything else? 
P10: There was one day like, on a Monday morning, I had a presentation due, and…like in 
French, and…I realised then on the Monday evening when I was doing the survey, how much 
I rely on the internet and everything, to learn the language, and I was on it so much over the 
weekend, my phone, for the presentation, just listening to pronunciation and how to spell words 
right and like, it was just….you learn you rely so much on social media, the internet, like, for 
the language. 
Int: You wonder how people learned it before there was ever the internet! 
P10: Yeah I don’t know! 
Int: That’s a very good point. So, there’s a sub-question there in relation to anything surprising, 
which is about noticing a greater or lower amount of contact with the second language. I mean, 
kind of from what you are saying, you’re noticing that there was greater contact that what you 
were aware of maybe, because of the different forms that you’re engaging with. Is that fair? 
P4: Yeah 
P3: Yeah, definitely. 
Int: So you do see a greater…would all of you say that? That you notice a greater interaction 
level? 
P4: It was a bit unexpected…I noticed that I had a greater contact with Japanese, but my dad’s 





P4: Yeah, I thought French would be my number one, but it wasn’t.  
Int: Might that be to do with the fact that you are more proficient in one over the other? That 
you are seeking out the learning of one of the languages, whereas you are probably very 
proficient in the other one anyway? Could that be…? 
P4: Yeah, most likely. 
P16: It’s just easier to go back to the one you know the best, because when you go to the one 
you don’t, you’re not confident it, you just feel really bad when you don’t understand anything, 
and you go over to the one you know more, because you know more vocab or you’re just more 
proficient in it, just like, ok I understand that, so it makes you more confident. 
Int: Confidence levels, ok that makes sense. Ah...did you find that you spend more or less time 
on certain apps or sites than you might have imagined? So did you spend more time on specific 
sites or apps, or less time, that you would have expected when you were looking at that log of 
activity? 
P20: I know that I would spend more time on dictionary apps and stuff, on the days that I’d 
have lectures or tutorials...in German like. 
Int: Ok, so was that in prep of…? 
P20: In prep of…or during like. 
ALL: Laughter. 
Int: Finding the word in the dictionary…at least you were being productive. Yeah ok, good, so 
you were seeing the environment, you know, going into class, prepping for class, you could 
see a spike in activity in advance of it. 
P20: Yeah, with some apps, yeah. 
Int: Any other….? 
P16: I didn’t use the language apps as much as I thought I would…like when I do use then, it 
is very helpful, but it’s easier just having a dictionary app or going through Facebook or social 
media, it’s easier to soak up from there, because when I went into the language app, I went in 
with the mentality that…yeah ok I’m going to do some study now, instead of something just 
occurring, and me sort of reabsorbing it. 
Int: ok yeah, so it felt too much like being a student? When you were seeking out the language 
ones, as opposed to through a social media, or a more enjoyable social kind of experience? 
P16: Yeah. But then, sometimes, if we went…there’s this thing called Kahoot!, it’s a learning 
site where you can have different…it’s kind of like multiple choice questions, where you can 
pick the topic so…if we did that like as a game between friends, we’re learning something and 
it is planned, but there’s less pressure to actually buckle down and study, or something.  
Int: It’s more enjoyable. And you learn by default…because you’re doing it with other people? 
Or because they’re involved in putting different questions together?  
P16: Because it somebody…there’s somebody else who can also make the same mistakes as 




Int: So a kind of peer piece…because you’re comfortable in making mistakes or whatever, with 
a peer group. 
P16: Yeah, and let’s say I wasn’t good at this certain topic in the language, and all four of the 
rest of them do know, then they can all correct me properly. 
Int: And do you find it easier to take that? 
P16: Yeah, because it’s…just, when they explain it to you, rather than an app explaining it to 
you…you learn more by doing it with other people. 
Int: At the same time, from what you are saying, there is a piece of technology that is kind of 
facilitating that, by using Kahoot!. What about you guys? 
P3: Yeah, same kind of thing. 
Int: Specific apps or sites… 
P3: Duolingo, that was kind of it, and then some podcasts, like news in French and that kind of 
thing. Just to have, kind of like, everyday language and stuff, but it’s still challenging. 
Int: But you can associate with it because it’s news? 
P3: Yeah, that kind of thing. 
P4: Yeah, the same, sites to listen to Japanese, mostly. But then like, I go into YouTube to listen 
to Spanish…mostly music though. 
Int : Yeah, I was going to say, what would you seek out, you know, when you are saying that 
you listen to Japanese…through what? 
P4: Japanese would be like, Japanese movies, or like Japanese series, but with Spanish it would 
be mostly music. 
Int: Ok, so nothing formally educational. 
P4: N…no.  
Int: But still language exposure, regardless. 
P4: Yeah. 
P10: Like, listening to songs in the language, is much easier. It’s much harder, even in English, 
to learn off an essay, than to learn off the lyrics of a song, it just kind of goes into your head. 
And it’s kind of the same when you are listening to, let’s say French songs or something, if 
you keep listening to it, it just goes into your head, and, you know, it just kind of gets mind 
going. 
Int: Yeah, yeah, makes sense, good, great. Do you want to…? 
P19: I think that I wouldn’t really use my phone that much for like formal study, so I never 
really use the language apps, like. Only like Google Translate or something. When I was at 
home, with a laptop, I’d maybe use the laptop, but ah…I’d maybe use the phone for leisure 




Int: And is the socialising…what you do use your phone for most…do you find yourself using 
the phone for anything second-language in that space…so like you mentioned Facebook 
already. 
P19. Yeah, so I have my phone set in Spanish, so everything is in a different language, so I 
kind of like subconsciously learn it, even though I’m not like trying to learn. 
Int: Yeah of course, well you made the differentiation between the formal environment and the 
informal, so you’ve created an informal environment for yourself, but there is going to be huge 
learning from that anyway. 
P19: mm-hmm, yeah. 
(SECTION 2 QUESTIONS) Int: Great. Is everybody happy with that? Will I move on to the 
next question…So, some of the responses themselves…and we’re referring now to…this is 
behaviour and activities that are outside the classroom environment, bear that in mind. One 
thing that data suggests is that while participants often read second-language comments on 
social media, they are less likely to make second-language comments on social media. How 
true would that be for any of you? We’ve already kind of had some Facebook or social media 
references…so there’s a suggestion that people read in second languages, but won’t comment 
in second language. Would you agree or not with that? 
Mutltiple: yeah. 
Int: Ok, a couple of yesses. How many people…would all of you say it? 3, 4,5…you…6? 
P16: I mean I wouldn’t...the only time I would comment in a second language is say if the 
person that like tagged me in a picture...if she’s from Spain, or from Germany. So we’d have a 
laugh about it…she’d say “oh this is really funny” in German, and I’ll reply in German as well. 
But let’s say if its two language students from UL, and there’s a funny post in German, we’ll 
just laugh about it, in English. 
Int:  In English.  
P16: I can’t really find a reason for it, it just happens. 
Int: And why…why do you think that you comment in the second language? 
P16: Because we both know we speak English. 
Int: What about for the rest of you…why wouldn’t you comment in a second language? 
P4: It depends what you are commenting on. Like, I have a few French friends…but they don’t 
speak English, so if they had a post or a picture up, it would be in French.  
Int: Fair enough yeah. That’s where there’s a very distinct language barrier I suppose, but 
bearing in mind that you are studying languages, but you’re not…commenting… 
P16: Or like, depends on the post, you understand what it says, and you tag them in it, and the 
person that you tagged is from that country and they reply with a sentence that you don’t 
understand so, you’re coming back with a ‘yeah yeah’ and a smiley face. 
Int: Yeah, that’s understandable. So lack of understanding is going to prevent you from 




P10: Like, on social media, you’d be aware that you’re saying something wrong, you know, 
it’s not your first language and you’re not sure, and people will see, everybody will see that 
you made a mistake. 
Int: Because it’s out there for the world to see…not sure who else is going to read it, but is it 
your perception of writing something incorrectly? 
P10: Yeah, like, you just don’t want to make a mistake and everybody else to notice it.  
Int: That’s very human. How about you guys?  
P20: I wouldn’t really see any need to posting in a second language really. I may message in a 
second language, but I wouldn’t really post, yeah. 
Int: Is it fair to say that you’d read second-language comments? 
P20: Yeah, you would. 
Int: you would yeah, ok, that kind of aligns with what data is suggesting. Anything else there? 
P18: I find, like, that I’m always reading the Facebook posts or whatever, because I’m 
following all the pages, but I just never feel the need to comment, because, not having people 
there that speak the other language to comment to. 
Int: So that’s not a confidence issue so much. Is it more that it doesn’t relate to you, or that you 
don’t…see a connection? 
P18: Yeah there’s just no need really, I don’t see the opportunity for it.  
Int: Ok that’s good. Anything else that strikes your minds? 
P10. If you’re commenting on Facebook, it’s usually like to your friends, that you’re 
commenting to, and like, especially when you go on to college, a lot of people wouldn’t keep 
on the language, so they wouldn’t have the same extent of the language , and, you’re not going 
to speak to them in the language…I’d comment with my friend who does French, because, just 
do it out of… 
Int: because you can 
P10: Yeah, but ah, other than that you wouldn’t really say it. You wouldn’t use a different 
language with someone else…there’s no need really. 
Int:  Yeah, fair enough, great. So, one of the case study questions asked if your encounters with 
second languages have been enjoyable or not enjoyable, and we’re looking for some examples 
of both. So, if I started with what your enjoyable experiences have been in relation to second 
language. 
P4: Well I think we all chose to do languages, so I think any experience is enjoyable, because 
otherwise we wouldn’t be doing it, but I feel like there can be like some circumstances where 
it can be a bit more, there can be a bit more pressure, when you don’t understand things, and 
that can make it a bit more unenjoyable. 
Int: ok. So pressure would be…so you think by the very choice of language, people have an 




P4: Yeah.  
Int: But pressure…no more than if you were studying maths? There would be times that you 
wouldn’t understand maths concepts…is it that kind of pressure you’re talking about? That you 
just have to get better at it, in order for…? 
P4: In a way, because like, if you’re , like, in a conversation with 3 people and one person is…I 
keep referring back to Japanese, because it’s the one that I find most difficult….but in Japanese, 
and you’re with a friend who is better than you in Japanese, and can speak better than you with 
the Japanese person, then you are just there in the background, like, “eeeeh…ok…konnichiwa’.  
Multiple: Laughter. 
Int: Ok fair enough, how about the rest of you? Enjoyable? First off, do you agree with the fact 
that, if you’re studying a language, that there is a default there that you enjoy it? 
P16: Well yeah, like I think you need to be able to enjoy learning something, if you want to be 
really good at it. Like we wouldn’t be doing it if we didn’t like it at all, it won’t motivate us to 
study if we find it miserable. The only non-enjoyable thing about language learning is if you 
are stuck in a conversation with 3 people who are fluent, and are discussing a topic that you 
know in English, and have opinions on, and you can’t really express it. What we notice in 
language learning is that we understand more than we can say, so it’s kind of frustrating when 
you have to, when you try to make your point, and it just goes the wrong way, there’s a kind 
of misinterpretation of something, like that. 
Int: That makes sense, yeah. 
P20: I suppose it’s more enjoyable the better you get at it. Like there’s aspects of it that are 
enjoyable and not enjoyable…translating a big sheet, in German, is tedious like, no one enjoys 
doing that. But certain things in class, if you scroll, if you scroll through something, and you 
understand it, it can be enjoyable to read it, knowing you can understand it. 
Int: A sense of accomplishment. 
P20: Yeah. 
Int: How about you? 
P10: Like when you’re texting your friends, or you’re speaking, and you realise, ‘oh, I’ve come 
on a lot’ and you realise I can actually speak this, and it is enjoyable. But then also, if you’re 
trying to finish an assignment, and you’re stressing out, and you’re looking things up, like 
that’s just stressful, so that’s not enjoyable. 
Int: Yeah. But I think probably, you’re identifying that as well, but I think, regardless, that’s a 
language issue but  that’s a subject issue as well, for people, across the board, isn’t it, at this 
time of year, when you’re under pressure, there’s a lot on, assignments, exams, you know, 
they’re pressure points. Is there anything else that’s not enjoyable, outside of that pressure 
piece, stress piece? Any particular components of the learning experience? 
P3: I would say like, film trailers, that use like hard vocabulary, or very fast pace of speech and 





Int: Ok, good. How about you? Enjoyable, not enjoyable? 
P18: Yeah, it’s just…I find it enjoyable like most of the time, because I did choose to do it, and 
I’m happy with the language…it’s just, some things wouldn’t be enjoyable, like the exam 
pressure. 
Int: Yeah. 
P4: Other things can be a bit tedious. Kind of like in French, learning all the different tenses 
for verbs, and all the endings, and then in Japanese,  there’s a thing called Kanji, which is a 
super super long list of words, that you have to memorise every single one…and I’m not too 
sure about German, and Spanish with the verbs as well. 
Int: The tedious piece, but necessary.  
P4: Yeah, when you just have to learn things by heart. 
P16: It’s the small things though, like say in German we have cases, there’s like Der Die Das, 
and there’s like 16 more. It depends on what you’re talking about, whether it’s an accusative 
case or whatever, something like that. So when you have your sentence right, and it’s 
understandable, and you’re speaking with someone and you’re comment, or you’re just 
chatting with someone, and then you see that those small mistakes just changes the meaning of 
the sentences sometimes, so it can get frustrating. It is frustrating when you know you have the 
majority of it right, and you can’t help but fix those tiny things. 
Int: Yeah, yeah. That’s tough work. How about you? 
P19: I think I find it all enjoyable, because it was all kind of leisure stuff. I wasn’t really doing 
any, like…well I used Google Translate sometimes, but other than that, maybe I’d use it for 
like music or videos or social media or whatever. 
Int: Great. Ah…let me see. Ok, so, during your encounters with second languages…have 
you…you felt…ok, similarly, another question asked if during your encounters with second 
languages, you felt like you had learned something or not…and could you give examples of 
these kinds of encounters? We’ve kind of identified bits of this already I think. 
P16: Could you say that again please? 
Int: Yeah, it might need some clarity Martin actually on this one. So, similarly, another question 
asked if during your encounters with second languages, you felt like you had learned something 
or not…and could people give examples of these kinds of encounters? 
Martin/Researcher: So the last question in the case study was ‘In today’s encounters on my 
smartphone, I felt like I…learned something…or I didn’t really feel like I learned anything. So 
in what situations would you put one or the other.… 
Int: So the encounter is the encounter on your smartphone, that’s the clarity piece. Does that 
make sense now? 
P16: Yeah. 
Int: So in each of them...we’ve kind of talked about some of the more formal stuff and informal 




Spanish, or the more formal engaging with the language apps, on what level do you feel like 
you take learnings from those encounters, on the device? Like would you say you take 
something from everything, or would you say half of the time you take some kind of learning 
from it…like if you were to think about how you would quantify your encounters? 
P16: Well, if it’s something to do with rules, even if someone tells me to how to use it, I’m not 
going to learn how to use it until I’m actually doing it. But then if there’s a page on let’s say 
Facebook that just posts stuff in Spanish, and they said, they gave us a list of let’s say 10 
phrases, like, that are usually insults or something, and they mean some…like, if you translate 
them in English, directly, they don’t mean things that are understandable, or like if something 
is one word, and it means something completely different, you could be insulting someone if 
you use it in the wrong way…so that’s kind of funny, because they are in situations where you 
could be saying thank you, and in another situation, if you don’t use it right, you could be 
telling them to go away.  
Int: Ok...and so, is that you saying that you are taking a learning, a contextual piece… 
P16: Yeah, because you don’t want…you are afraid of making that mistake, and if it’s 
humorous… 
Int: You’ll engage with it and you’ll remember it like.  
P18: Yeah, it’s funny, and it can happen, and you apply it to yourself and you do relate to it, 
it’s easier to remember, and you do take stuff from that.  
Int: Ok, and that’s mainly Facebook-related, or…no? 
P16: Ah, even some of the language apps, do that as well, they’re not always saying…they’re 
not always based on just learn the language and that’s it, they do give you everyday examples, 
everyday phrases, they give you facts, that are kind of funny, so you take some away, it makes 
you laugh and you remember that, ‘I shouldn’t do that’. 
Int: It’s easier to remember, yeah. How about ye? Do ye think ye get something from all those 
interactions? 
P20: Yeah, I found that I constantly…I clicked that box every time like, I learned something. 
I’d take something from nearly everything… 
 
Int: It’s kind of reassuring then, that you’re not wasting your time. 
P20: Like, if you only spend 10 minutes on something, but you might think at the end probably 
that you’d learned something. 
Int: Yeah, good. You’re the same? You’re nodding your head? 
P10: Yeah, like…I felt like, if you’re listening to songs or watching movies obviously, I felt 
like I learned a lot. From just different words…like the way that we say it in English, and the 
way we say it in French, they say it differently…I don’t know how to explain it but , you know 
the way that if someone Spanish speaks English, they speak it more  correctly than we would, 




Int: Like grammatically correctly? Rather than colloquialisms? 
P10: Yeah, I felt like that when we were watching French movies, just learning to actually 
speak the language the way they do. But hen when you’re talking…let’s say I’m texting my 
friend, we’re kind of texting what we know, so it’s not really learning. But most of the time it 
is learning, to be fair, you learn something, even if she texts back something that I don’t know, 
I can see that. 
Int: There’s something coming out of it. Yeah. What about ye guys over here? 
P4: I ticked probably the Not Learning the most. 
Int: Yeah, because you said that earlier, so what…? 
P4: It wouldn’t be like that I wouldn’t learn something new, but if I was watching something,  
say in Japanese, and I didn’t have to read the subtitles to understand it, it kind of shows that 
I’ve learned it before. So it kind of shows that I do know somethings, and kind of those little 
moments, I’m like, ‘Go me!’ 
Int: So do you think you were being harsh when you were filling in…that you hadn’t learned 
anything? Or ticking the box, I should say? 
 P4: It’s not like I’d learned something new from it though. I’d try… 
Int: You’d be acknowledging to yourself the fact that ‘Oh I do know this’ and that’s a positive 
thing, as opposed to necessarily taking something new from it. 
P4: Yeah. But then like, at certain points, certain phrases, I’d try to learn those. And that…I’d 
consider learning something new then.  
Int:  Yeah, ok. But that’s not happening very much for you though, if you’re…? 
P4: ahh, it only happens… 
Int: It’s less than the recognition piece. 
P4: Yeah. 
Int: Great. How about you? 
P3: I would say the same…kind of like, recognising words, in new contexts, ‘Oh, that makes 
sense’, that kind of thing. Or, kind of just like understanding the context or whatever, whereas 
I wouldn’t have before, so like learning that way.  
Int: Yeah. There’s a lot of the contextual piece seems to be coming out, doesn’t it…that, kind 
of, what you’re engaging with on the devices is giving you context, that the way you are reading 
or hearing the language, is bringing a learning in that way, maybe? Do you think that’s a fair…? 
P16: Yeah I think so, that’s a pretty good explanation for it. 
Int: mmm, how about you? 
P18: I found that for the…the formal kind of learning, where you’d be going on to learn, 




you’ve actually learned something for your studies or whatever, but if you’re coming across it 
on something more like Facebook, I was learning things less often then. 
Int: Ok, so you were kind of more driven, or more engaged with, what is kind for being 
proscribed for you to learn, because you need to know it, or you’re being told that this 
is…where it’s at, as opposed to maybe learning more informally.  
P18: Yeah. 
Int: How about you? Same? Different?  
P19: Yeah, I think that most days, I said that I learned something, maybe there was one or two 
days where, if…I only just listened to music or something, like songs, I had learned before 
nearly all the lyrics, or something then I wouldn’t, but like  not very often. I think I put most 
days that I learned something. 
Int: Ok, so most days there’s a learning coming from it.  
P19: Yeah. 
Int: Ok, brilliant, that’s great. Ahh, so…ok, this actually is part of that you’re saying there, so, 
another one of the questions asks if your smartphone encounters with second languages were 
mostly as part of study, or mostly as part of leisure.  So which would ye say, what’s more 
common for ye? 
P3: Leisure, I think. 
Int: Leisure? What would you say? 
P4: It’s be balanced pretty well, because I have assignments every week, so, probably like, 
Mondays and Wednesdays, I’d probably do it for leisure, and then Fridays and Saturdays, it’s 
be like assignments. 
Int: And you’d use your smartphone to assist with that? 
 
P4: Yeah. Because it’d be like, you’d have to get a word document in, it’s be like, 
comprehensions, so I’d do it all on my phone.  
Int: So you’re more of a 50-50. What would you say you are? 
P19: Definitely leisure.  
Int: Definitely leisure. 
P16: Same. 
P18: I’d say leisure. 
P20: Study, I’d say. 
P10: I’d say study. 





P4: Can I just ask a question?  
Int: Yeah!  
P4: Does everybody who said leisure, do you have a computer? 
P16, P3, P19: Yeah. 
P3: I’d use that for like college work, and stuff.  
P19: Yeah, so would I. I’d never really go on SULIS on my phone, I’d always go on the 
computer.  
P4: See, I don’t have a computer, that’s why.  
Int: Ok, that makes sense yeah. 
P16: Ah, for my phone, I have…SULIS works fine on my phone, so there are some times I use 
more study than leisure, but like, let’s say if I have an essay due, in Spanish, I’d rather just like, 
make myself feel better, ‘Oh, I’m practicing Spanish’, from the apps anyway, we can do this 
essay another day. Something like that. 
Int: So it can end up being a bit of a distraction?    
P16: No…yeah, I find that maybe I am procrastinating a bit, but I find stuff that I can use for 
my actual essay.. 
Int: Ok, so that’s worthwhile isn’t it? Good stuff. Ahh...can you comment on why you don’t 
come into contact with second languages more often through study or social/leisure activities? 
So, for those of you said you predominantly use it for studying, why then don’t you come into 
contact with it as much for leisure, or vice versa, do you know what I mean, depending on what 
your answer was? 
P20: I suppose you wouldn’t have as much pages on Facebook liked or whatever, that would 
end up popping up on your newsfeed, or…like, if it came up, I’d probably read it, but I don’t…I 
wouldn’t go looking for it. 
Int: Yeah, fair enough. 
P10: Unless you’re studying, unless you’re looking to learn something, then you’re seeking it 
out, if it’s leisure, it doesn’t come up, out, as often.  
Int: Yeah, that makes sense. How about you? 
P3: Ahh, I would say that I’m mostly kind of, like, I’d see French or hear it, or whatever, is 
because I’d choose to like watch French YouTube videos, that kind of thing, or like…like, like 
photos or like pages online, that kind of stuff. But I’d say that’s kind of the main...reason. Then 
apps of course as well, but otherwise it’d be kind of YouTube or Instagram, and I’d choose it 
beforehand, I suppose, to have that in my news feed. 
Int: So you’ve set it up that way. 
P3: Yeah.   




P4: Yeah, because…I try...if I didn’t have assignments, it would be totally 100% leisure then, 
so I think assignements balance it out, but…then, if, it wouldn’t…I feel like it would never go 
100% study…because I think I would drive myself insane. But no yeah, because of my 
assignments, I think it just keeps a balance. 
Int: Yeah, fair enough, absolutely, how about you?  
P19: What was the question again?  
Int: Can you comment on why you don’t come into contact with a second language more often, 
in relation to...whether it’s through study or social activity? 
P19: I think that I’m constantly in contact with it because everything is in Spanish. 
Int: On your phone, yeah absolutely. That’s as good a response as any. Anything else over 
here? 
P16: When it’s study, I just do whatever it is that I need to study, then I don’t do anything more, 
so not really as motivated to get something else done, but if it’s for leisure, then I’m like ‘Oh 
yeah, so..’, before when I was learning Spanish, like learning how to flirt in Spanish, how to 
insult someone in Spanish,  just kind of fun things that’s not really taught in study, like for 
study we’d mostly have to do something about history, or something, politics, and after it you’d 
be kind of drained, doing a project, so you’re not really going to look for more things. 
Int: So you’ll seek out more of the social piece, the language interaction, in that social space, 
for enjoyment purposes, and then as a result, you’re getting that language exposure as well, 
whereas in the learning space, it’s a lot more formal, and you have to get something over the 
line. 
P16: Sometimes I think it’s too formal, the way we practice stuff, ahh, before I went on Co-op 
and ERASMUS, there was this thing that you could go buy something, and they said something 
to me in Spanish, like ‘Oh is that it?’ and I didn’t know what that meant, because it’s not…it 
was a fixed phrase that they never really taught us…in Spanish, we usually talked about 
political aspects of things, debates, that’s how we practiced our oral, so, and they just, kind of 
general things like ‘Hi my name is…’ 
Int: That conversational piece almost? 
P16: Yeah, that’s kind of the limit of the conversation we practiced. Whereas, if you do it on 
social media, you get more stuff that you can use every day. So there’s that.  
Int: in that more informal, social kind of environment, yeah. Hence the flirting. Is there 
anything else there…happy enough? Ok. (SECTION 3 Questions)  So a couple of general 
questions then.  Ah...when the term ‘studying a second language’ is used, what does that term 
involve to you?  That’s a very broad question. So think about it, right, studying a second 
language…what does that involve, if you think about it? 
P4: I think it mostly involves grammar and vocab. So like, kind of like sitting down, and if 
you’re learning verbs, and like writing them out, multiple times, if that helps, or reading them 
out multiple times.  




P3: Kind of similar, kind of more, like, I would think of sitting down to do something, more so 
than like, just having a conversation in French.  
Int: Ok, so you automatically go into that kind of more formal… 
P3: Definitely.  
Int: and maybe more difficult…a little bit tedious. 
P3: For sure. 
Int: What would you think?  
P19: Probably the same. 
 P16: The same yeah, it’s more structured when it’s…when I hear ‘studying a second language’ 
I think of, like, we have to learn this, and then that, followed by a second thing, so it’s much 
more structured and formal, but there is an informal side of it that you can practice as well.  
Int: Ok, what do you mean by, like, ‘there is an informal side’?  
P16: Like, ah, when you start studying a second language here and you’re beginners, they really 
get you into a lot of grammar and a lot of work with vocab, to get things right, rather than…right 
now, in 4th year, even though we still make mistakes, they let us make those mistakes,  because 
we’re much more confident speaking,  so something like that, and if you are studying the 
beginning language, and if they correct after everything you say, after every second, which is 
kind of expected, because you’re not going to be as proficient in it yet, then it kind of tears 
down your confidence and it wouldn’t make you want to speak, or practice it.  
Int: Yeah, that’s great. So, ‘studying a second language’, what do you think about when you 
hear that phrase? 
P18: I generally think about like vocab and grammar.  
Int: Vocab and grammar as well, yeah. 
P18: I definitely find it easier to be...for me to study it, I definitely find it easier to be learning 
it on YouTube videos, rather than actually sitting down and writing it out or something. 
Int: Ok. Yeah? What would you think? 
P20: Yeah the same. Learning vocab and grammar, but I think you need to be enjoying it at a 
certain level as well, to be able to get through it. Like we’re encouraged to watch German, 
German TV, and German movies and everything, so…you kind of need to be doing your own 
bit, and…to try and get out of it…to try and get the most out of it.  
Int: Yeah, that makes sense. How about you? 
P10: Like when you were saying studying a second language, it just sounds so like formal, and 
so structured, rather than...really like, I know we’re studying it, but we’re also trying to learn 
language that we can speak, when we’re older, that we can enjoy. Like, it’s nice to have another 




Int: Yeah, no, that’s a very valid point. How many...so given that you’ve kind of given a sense 
of what it is that you think of, or that comes to mind when we talk about studying a second 
language…how much of what you’ve already spoken about do you do on your smartphones? 
 P4: Such as studying vocab and grammar?  
Int: Well, if that’s what you’ve identified here. Because I know you mentioned film, and you 
mentioned YouTube, some of ye mentioned vocab and grammar, and it is about what comes to 
mind when you think about studying a second language. So how much of that, when you think 
about that phrase, would you do on your smartphone? 
P4: I think a majority, because, ah…back to Japanese, my Japanese teachers, they are Japanese, 
they only speak Japanese, so I use my phone a lot to translate what they are saying and if they 
teach us tenses in Japanese, there are a lot of videos on YouTube to…that they’d do the exact 
same thing. So, unless you watch the videos again, which are the exact same as my classes, to 
rewrite my notes out… 
Int: So, because when we were talking about that idea of vocab and ahh, learning…you know, 
when you think of that ‘studying a second language’, and…you made reference to sitting down 
and having to write out, you know, until you understand or learn, or learn off…can you, do you 
use your device to assist with that? 
P4: Yeah.  
Int: Because if you’re sitting there writing out, like, there shouldn’t really be…I don’t know 
where the space is to use your smartphone…so you do use it to assist with that?  
P4: Yeah. 
Int: So by watching those kinds of…YouTube clips… 
P4:  Yeah. 
Int: Do you find the same, or…? 
P3: I wouldn’t really use my phone for vocab and grammar. Mainly cause like, it isn’t that big. 
But say…yeah, for like actual like proper study, and schoolwork, I wouldn’t use my phone at 
all really. 
Int: Ok, good to know.  
P19: Yeah, I’m the same really, but I think sometimes, the words that come up on your phone, 
like sometimes you don’t know what they mean, but then when you actually learn it in class, 
and you see  that that word is familiar, like you’ll remember it then, because it’s familiar. But 
I wouldn’t intentionally like take out my phone and go ‘Oh, I’m going to study now.’   
Int: Yeah yeah, absolutely, how about ye? 
P16: The language app, Memrise, that I use, it introduces vocab and grammar really easily. 
Like first, they give you the infinitive form, not conjugated and they give you example 
sentences and how they’re used, so it’s…if it’s used in everyday life, then obviously you’re 




like that, so like, I feel like I do learn better, if it’s on my phone, or like, on those apps, rather 
than ahh…writing out all the conjugations, and that’s it, cause I’m actually using it in a context.  
Int: Ok yeah, good, that’s great.  
P18: I find that I’d use it a lot like. 
Int: Yeah, you would…in that formal learning kind of…? 
P18: I tend to use the phone a lot. 
Int: In that formal learning kind of…? 
P18: It’s just, again, that it’s handy, easy to go to. 
P20: Probably, I wouldn’t really learn grammar I suppose, on it, I’d be more geared towards 
vocab, or even, ahh… 
Int: So your use of the phone would be more towards…vocab over grammar? 
P20: Yeah, vocab over grammar. Or maybe a book, or…in class. I might learn stuff about 
maybe German culture or German history, say, through Facebook, you need that as well, as 
part of your studies.  
Int: Great, that’s good. 
P10: I just find I use my phone a lot, because with your phone like, it’s literally only a tap away, 
like all the information you can get, rather than say a book, or, you have to go searching for it. 
Like there’s grammar and vocab and everything on it. 
Int: You made a reference to the fact that when you think about learning a second language 
though, you look at the broader picture, you like the idea of having another language to 
speak…you don’t think about quite as closed as…you know, grammar and vocab, there’s a 
bigger piece there. 
P10: Yeah. 
Int: So you might seek out more, with your phone, because…? 
P10: Yeah, I definitely like listening to more videos and stuff, just to get the pronunciation 
right. 
Int: That’s brilliant, thanks a million. So…research on MALL which is Research on Mobile-
assisted language learning, includes cases in which teachers have contacted students through 
social media, or asked them to join a specific site or page, as part of a language-learning project, 
so, like, you know, sharing useful vocabulary or grammar tips, for example. Have you ever 
been involved in something like that? So like, in your language learning, second language 
learning, have your teachers  or have…in your learning experience, I suppose, have you been 
asked to join sites or pages, or….has that been put to you in the course of your learning so far? 
P16: No not really, maybe like subscribe to a podcast or news, so we get updates on a new 
video, or something that we can listen to, but nothing like a group where you can work together 




Int:  So no specific sites or pages, or social media requests from your teachers, to join or to 
follow…no? 
P19: In secondary school, my French teacher had a blog, and she use to put her homework and 
stuff on the blog, so we could go on to it and see what we had to do… 
Int: Oh right, and was it useful? 
P19: mm-hmm. 
Int: So, a blog, and some interactions…but is it No for most of you…it seems to be. 
Multiple: Nods. 
P4: My teachers…they asked it. It wasn’t obligatory or anything, but they like said, if you want, 
you can download these certain apps, and they gave us a list of apps…that we could like, use… 
Int: So they prompted a few apps…and was it useful? 
P4: Yeah, but it was our choice, whether to do it or not… 
Int: That’s fair enough. Ah…what would your reaction be to a UL teacher trying to start a 
project involving your class…to this idea of mobile assisted language learning? Would it be 
something you’d be open to, do you think it would be something that would work? 
P4, P16: Yeah. 
P16: I feel like, some of them might feel like they’d be graded on it. Or like, if some people 
find out it’s not graded, they might not be motivated to do it, but overall I think it could work. 
Int: I suppose, if you think…you’re absolutely right, so many…, like, we’re all driven by 
assessment at the end of the day, it’s like, what’s going to come up, and what am I getting 
grades for, like that’s the way, you know, that’s where we’re at…ah, but…I suppose…I mean, 
most of ye were nodding, or agreeing there…do you think it would be because of a learning 
experience that you might be inclined to get involved in something like this, or is to that point 
about the assessment piece. Would you want to be…kind of, if you were following something, 
or involved in something, you know, sites and pages, or social media more broadly, would you 
want to be getting something, grades-wise? 
P4: ...in return. 
Int: Yeah, would you want it to be a formally assessed involvement? 
P4: Only a small group of people would do it for the learning aspect. 
Int: yeah? What do ye think? 
P18: I’d be open to trying it, there might be some way that I could learn something. 
P16: If there was feedback, just a tiny bit, or something like that, that would be handy.  
Int: Do you think that students would engage with it if they were getting feedback and no 
grade? No percentage? Is the feedback…the feedback would worthwhile? 
P10: Yeah, you’ll feel like you’re learning something, and that’s always a gain…it doesn’t 




Int: Yeah? That’s good to know. 
P16: I think like, with assessment, they just want the feedback afterwards, see what you got 
wrong. But if it’s informal, you can just say…but if it’s too informal, and you just say have a 
blog, and no one corrects anything, how do you know if you are doing something right or 
wrong? 
Int: Absolutely. 
P16: So, a slight bit of feedback, but also make it informal, to the point you don’t feel bad about 
getting something wrong, and that’s it. 
Int: So, talking about positives and negatives, one of the positives that you seem to be 
discussing there is that it would be another learning opportunity…would ye consider it a 
positive that some percentage would be given to something like that?  
P16, P18: Yeah. 
P19: I don’t know, I think I’d prefer the page…I feel like we already spend so much time 
looking at our phones and the screens like…I think it’s kind of something we can relax on…I 
don’t want my schoolwork on as well, I’d rather have a book and a copy. 
Int: Yeah, absolutely, yeah. That’s a fair point. So maybe that’s one of the negatives, might be 
the fact that it’s another screen, related… 
P19: And it’s tiring on your eyes as well like, it’s such a small screen, maybe I’d prefer if it 
was on a laptop, but I’d still prefer a page…I don’t know, I just think I learn things better when 
I’m actually writing it. 
Int: No, that’s a good point. Would there be other negatives that you’d see associated with 
something like that? Negatives or positives? 
P10: I think people would be more willing to learn from something like that. Like, they view 
using their social media, or their smartphone, as more of a positive thing, than diving into the 
books or writing essays…you know. 
Int: They might feel better about themselves if they were using their phones for that reason? 
P10: They might be more…like, open to working…something like that. 
Int: Yeah. (Participant 19 leaves the room: 53.12). It’s 3, in case...yeah, you ok? So there’s just 
a couple, one or two more questions…are ye ok to stay for just a few minutes to answer these 
ones, is that alright? 
P3: Yeah. 
Int: Great, thanks a million. So,  a couple of questions about the original survey that Martin 
distributed…so, you might not all have seen the original survey, I know you were involved in 
one part of it, but there was an original survey, but ah…just want to examine some of the 
questions here, so… the survey asked if language learners see their smartphones  and their 
social media profiles as an escape from study…how true would that be for you? So, just to ask 
the question again, the survey asked if language learners, which all of you are, see their 





Int :You do see it as an escape? 
P16: Yeah, but then like, it doesn’t really click to you that you are learning something as well, 
at the same time, because it’s just…you choose to do it, and it’s, it’s much more…much less 
formal that actual…like putting your head down, and reading a book. 
Int: Yeah. But the nature of going to the phone…there’s an escapism on some level…it depends 
what you’re doing really, doesn’t it? Is it an escape from study? 
P4: It can also be an advantage. 
Int :Yeah, how so?  
P4: Because…it really depends on your mind-set. Like, if you are 100% focused…to find… 
the translation of a word, then you go on your phone, you do that, then you put it away…but 
then afterwards…it can be used as, kind of, an award? 
Int: Yes, you’ve kind of done something, found the answer to something, and then you reward 
yourself…by having a little look on…whatever, Snapchat or…? 
P4: Yeah. 
Int: Yeah, what about you? What do you think?  
P3: Yeah, same thing. But I find that like, I’ll use it for like one thing, and then I’ll end up…like 
scrolling on Instagram for an hour, you know, that kind of thing? So I’d rather to keep like my 
phone for leisure, and my laptop for actual…work. 
Int: Yeah, fair enough. Would ye find that as well, or a different experience? 
P20: Yeah, I suppose it is more enjoyable on a phone, rather than having to write out….things 
like that.  
Int: But would you escape from studying? Would you end up stuck on the phone…? 
P20: Yeah, I suppose you would, depending. If I was using a dictionary app, I don’t think it’s 
really an escape from studying, but on social media or something, if you are choosing to watch 
something, then I think it is.  
Int: And could you be distracted easily, or not, by using the phone for something like that, like 
the dictionary app, or? 
P20: No, you wouldn’t. If you were in the middle of something and trying to get it done, I don’t 
think… 
Int: You’d just get on with it?  
P20: Yeah. 
P10: Yeah. 




P10: Yeah, I think it’s a positive escape from study, you know, you’re still benefitting from 
using it, because you’re learning, watching something you want, like a French video or 
whatever. And if you do need, like…it is…you can only study for so long, look at a book for 
so long, and you do need a break, and it’s a positive break, if you’re using social media. Like 
it’s also a break, but it’s also… 
Int: There’s something in it, yeah. That’s a very good point. Ah… another question asked if 
phones are a tool for ‘serious study’. What do you see ‘serious study’ as being? 
 P4: Studying for an exam? 
Int: Studying for an exam, or any form of assessment I suppose, anything that has percentage 
marks coming with it. Would ye all see that as being serious study? 
Multiple: Yeah.  
Int: So it’s all kind of connected to that assessment piece or…? 
P10: Yeah. 
Int: And what role would your phone play in any of that? That serious study? 
P16: I mean, for me, I’d only use the phone for serious study if I couldn’t get access to my 
laptop. Because it’s just easier to work on it, and it can…you can have so many things…you 
can just type, it’s just more physically…but for me like, if I have to study on my phone…you 
can use Wikipedia, you can use the research things about German history, or Spanish history, 
or Japanese, you can use that, but then you get distracted, because it’s just easy to like go onto 
a different app, yeah, and you just play around. 
Int: Why is the laptop easier? 
P16: I don’t know, I think it’s just more…there’s a different kind of stigma to it, like you use 
your laptop for serious work, and not just for playing around. You can play games, but when 
you think back, it’s like ‘Oh yeah, I actually have to get this work done’, you’re just getting 
into it more. 
Int: Yeah ok, so it’s, it almost draws a boundary? 
P16: Yeah. 
Int: So what about the rest of ye?  
P18: I tend to use the laptop for more serious study. But I could still have the phone there as 
well, and use both. But it’s just I tend to use the laptop anyway, to not be distracted as much. 
Int: Ok, yeah. Are you the same? 
P20: Yeah, I suppose Facebook and everything, it’s much more easy, access like, so if you’ve 
a dictionary app open on your phone, it’s easy like, just to get into Facebook if you wanted to, 
whereas you actually have to type it into the laptop, and… 
Int: And you might be less likely because you’ll realise that you’re going down that road of 





Int: Would you be the same?  
P10: Yeah, but I would use my phone for serious study some times, as if…as in like, if I’m 
studying for an oral or something, I might go on the app or… might even speak to the phone 
because the phone can speak back to you, for pronunciation stuff. But like I’d rarely use it if 
I’m studying for an actual written exam. Only if I get seriously stuck on something. It’s just so 
easy, because you can just type in a word, it’ll come up straight away. Apart from that, I 
wouldn’t use it for serious study. 
Int: Ok that’s great. Thanks a million for your time. (P18 leaves room, 59.12). And then, this 
last, one more question. So the survey also looked at the extent of which language study is 
something done alone versus done with others. So, where does your approach to language study 
fit in…so it being either something done alone, or with others? 
P4: I’d say, a majority of the time, it’s alone. But I think it’s more beneficial to be with others.  
P10: Yeah. 
P4: Especially if they’re learning the same languages as you. 
Int: Ok, right. So does that beg the question as to why you don’t spend more time studying with 
others? 
P4: Probably the effort…of getting everyone together. 
P16: Yeah. 
P3: Yeah, that’s true, yeah. Like trying to kind of organise everyone together…I would kind 
of see that as more like, my extra learning, more so than study, if that makes sense? You know, 
it’s just like practice or whatever, more so than learning for this exam. You know, that kind of 
thing? 
Int: Because that’s very individual? 
P3: Yeah. 
P16: Everyone has their different techniques, sometimes they want to be in a quiet environment, 
some don’t want to actually speak. But I think the more, most of the time, people practice a 
language, it’s more for oral work. But even if you meet up with people who speak the same 
language as you, but they’re native English speakers, most of the time you kind of revert back 
to speaking in English.  
Int: Ok...so do you see almost kind of a bit of a disincentive to meeting up with other people, 
because you know you can just default back into speaking English? 
P16: People I know who will definitely go back to speaking English, so it’s…unless we’re 
really dedicated, then it is going to be like that.  So I would study alone for certain aspects, if I 
wanted to…if I know I’m going to be around people who will speak, and we’re actually going 
to practice the language, instead of just thinking like, ‘Oh yeah, lets meet up one day and just 
do this’, but they never actually do it.  





Int: How about you? Alone or with others? 
P20: I prefer to do it alone I suppose…even if I wanted to do it with others, it’d be hard to work 
around timetables and they might want to study different things than what you want to study. 
Int: So the effort, and the logistics. 
P20: Yeah, I think you’d just get more done on your own, really.  
P10: Yeah, I’d study mostly on my own. 
P4: I kind of feel like as well, if you’re on your own…I think with languages, a lot of us, well 
personally, I prefer saying things out loud, so, being in groups of people and just kind of 
randomly saying things out loud, might be a bit weird. So when you’re on your own in your 
room, you can just, kind of…you’re by yourself, so you can just… 
Int: Yeah, there’s no embarrassment.  
P4: Yeah, there’s no embarrassment. 
Int: That’s a very fair point. Can you comment on the role that communication with others 
plays in your language studies? So, kind of from, what I’m hearing from what you’re saying, 
when there’s communication with others, it’s mainly for oral, might be for oral work, more 
than anything… 
P3, P10, P16: Yeah. 
Int: would that be fair? 
P3: Yeah like, practice more than learning, I find. 
Int: And you see those as kind of two different things. 
P3: Yeah.  
Int: Ok. And why do you reckon that communication isn’t more prominent in your studies? 
Again, I think we identified logistics and effort in organising it… 
P4: Yeah. 
Int: Is there anything else in there? 
P4: I think like, whenever we go to class, we always have those encounters where we speak to 
each other in certain languages…but it’s very basic and very minimal, so to actually sit down 
and have a proper conversation…that’s when it gets a bit more in-depth, and it’s harder to get 
those kinds of conversations.  
 Int: Do you all think the same? 
 P16: Especially meeting up with other language learners. You would usually meet up with 
your friends, who are language learners, rather than someone who you don’t know, cause you 
might be awkward, there’s that added tension.  But if you meet up with your friends, there’s 
more chance of you getting distracted with something else.  




P10: Yeah, definitely.  
Int: Ok, are there any other comments, just in relation to anything else, anything that we’ve 
spoken about, broadly that has kind of triggered anything in your brains that we mightn’t have 
asked or discussed…anything burning that you want to get out there…no…Martin is there 
anything you want to clarify before we finish? 
Martin: No, that’s ok.  
Int: Ok lads, that’s brilliant, thanks so much for your time, you’ve been a pleasure. And best of 























































11 Thematic sets 
• Apps and language learning (1 node) 
• Casual or incidental exposure or learning (4 nodes) 
• Enjoyability or non-enjoyability of language learning (2 nodes) 
• Film, video, and language learning (3 nodes) 
• Formal or real study (5 nodes) 
• How the case study raised participant awareness (2 nodes) 
• Music and language learning (1 node) 
• Planned or deliberate study on smartphones (3 nodes) 
• Production of second languages on smartphones (3 nodes) 
• Reasons for not producing language (3 nodes) 



















Set 1: Apps and learning  
1st node: Language learning apps 
 
Set 2: Casual or incidental exposure or learning 
1st node: Smartphones and casual or incidental exposure 
2nd  node: Smartphones and casual learning 
3rd node: Incidental, deliberate learning 
4th node: Exposure to natural language 
 
Set 3: Enjoyability or non-enjoyability of language learning  
1st node: Unenjoyability of language learning 
2nd  node: Enjoyability of language learning 
 
Set 4: Film, video, and language learning 
1st  node: Films and learning 
2nd  node: Videos and learning 
3rd node: YouTube and learning 
 
Set 5: Formal or real study 
1st node: Laptop as device for study 
2nd  node: Perceptions of formal study 
3rd node: Perceptions of smartphone as tool for study 
4th node: Formal study and actual learning 
5th node: Mentality for study 
 
Set 6: How the case study raised participant awareness 
1st  node: Case study raising awareness of learning, study 





Set 7: Music and language learning 
1st  node: Music and language learning 
 
 
Set 8: Planned or deliberate study on smartphones 
1st  node: Planned learning on smartphone 
2nd  node: Smartphone and deliberate study 
3rd node: Selecting sources for exposure 
 
Set 9: Production of second languages on smartphones 
1st  node: Social media comments 
2nd  node: Second language speaking on smartphones 
3rd node: Second language messaging or texting 
 
Set 10: Reasons for not producing language 
1st node: Language and confidence 
2nd node: Social media and lack of comments 
3rd  node: Social media and embarrassment 
 
Set 11: Smartphones helping to recognise improvement or progress 
1st  node: Recognising improvement or progress in learning 
 
 







Set 1: Apps and language learning 
1st  node: Language Learning apps 




Yeah, but I would use my phone for serious study sometimes, as if…as in like, if I’m 
studying for an oral or something, I might go on the app or… might even speak to the phone 
because the phone can speak back to you, for pronunciation stuff. But like I’d rarely use it if 
I’m studying for an actual written exam. Only if I get seriously stuck on something. It’s just 
so easy, because you can just type in a word, it’ll come up straight away. Apart from that, I 
wouldn’t use it for serious study. 
 
P16 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I didn’t use the language apps as much as I thought I would…like when I do use then, it is 
very helpful, but it’s easier just having a dictionary app or going through Facebook or social 
media, it’s easier to soak up from there, because when I went into the language app, I went in 
with the mentality that…yeah ok I’m going to do some study now, instead of something just 
occurring, and me sort of reabsorbing it. 
 
Reference 2   
 
Ah, even some of the language apps, do that as well, they’re not always saying…they’re not 
always based on just learn the language and that’s it, they do give you everyday examples, 
everyday phrases, they give you facts, that are kind of funny, so you take some away, it 
makes you laugh and you remember that, ‘I shouldn’t do that’. 
 
Reference 3  
 
Ah, for my phone, I have…SULIS works fine on my phone, so there are sometimes I use 
more study than leisure, but like, let’s say if I have an essay due, in Spanish, I’d rather just 
like, make myself feel better, ‘Oh, I’m practicing Spanish’, from the apps anyway, we can do 
this essay another day. Something like that. 
 
Reference 4  
 
The language app, Memrise, that I use, it introduces vocab and grammar really easily. Like 
first, they give you the infinitive form, not conjugated and they give you example sentences 
and how they’re used, so it’s…if it’s used in everyday life, then obviously you’re going to 




that, so like, I feel like I do learn better, if it’s on my phone, or like, on those apps, rather than 
ahh…writing out all the conjugations, and that’s it, cause I’m actually using it in a context.  
 
P19 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I think that I wouldn’t really use my phone that much for like formal study, so I never really 
use the language apps, like. Only like Google Translate or something. When I was at home, 
with a laptop, I’d maybe use the laptop, but ah…I’d maybe use the phone for leisure stuff, so 
maybe it’s like subconscious learning more than formal learning on my phone. 
 
P20 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I know that I would spend more time on dictionary apps and stuff, on the days that I’d have 
lectures or tutorials...in German like. 
 
Reference 2  
 
Yeah, with some apps, yeah. 
 
Reference 3  
 
Yeah, I suppose you would, depending. If I was using a dictionary app, I don’t think it’s 
really an escape from studying, but on social media or something, if you are choosing to 















Set 2: Casual or incidental exposure or learning 
 
 1st node: Smartphones and casual or incidental exposure 
P10 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Unless you’re studying, unless you’re looking to learn something, then you’re seeking it out, 
if it’s leisure, it doesn’t come up, out, as often.  
 
P20 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I suppose you wouldn’t have as much pages on Facebook liked or whatever, that would end 
up popping up on your newsfeed, or…like, if it came up, I’d probably read it, but I don’t…I 
wouldn’t go looking for it. 
 
 
 2nd node: Smartphones and casual learning 
P19 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I think that I wouldn’t really use my phone that much for like formal study, so I never really 
use the language apps, like. Only like Google Translate or something. When I was at home, 
with a laptop, I’d maybe use the laptop, but ah…I’d maybe use the phone for leisure stuff, so 
maybe it’s like subconscious learning more than formal learning on my phone. 
 
Reference 2  
 
I think that I’m constantly in contact with it because everything is in Spanish. 
 
 
 3rd  node: Incidental, deliberate learning 
P4 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Yeah. But then like, at certain points, certain phrases, I’d try to learn those. And that…I’d 






 4th node: Exposure to natural language 
P10 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1 - 0.98% Coverage 
 
From just different words…like the way that we say it in English, and the way we say it in 
French, they say it differently 
 
Reference 2 - 0.98% Coverage 
 
Yeah, I felt like that when we were watching French movies, just learning to actually speak 
the language the way they do.  
 
P3 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Duolingo, that was kind of it, and then some podcasts, like news in French and that kind of 



















Set 3: Enjoyability or non-enjoyability of language learning 
 
1st node: Unenjoyability of language learning 
 
P10 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
But then also, if you’re trying to finish an assignment, and you’re stressing out, and you’re 
looking things up, like that’s just stressful, so that’s not enjoyable. 
 
P16 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Well yeah, like I think you need to be able to enjoy learning something, if you want to be 
really good at it. Like we wouldn’t be doing it if we didn’t like it at all, it won’t motivate us 
to study if we find it miserable. The only non-enjoyable thing about language learning is if 
you are stuck in a conversation with 3 people who are fluent, and are discussing a topic that 
you know in English, and have opinions on, and you can’t really express it. What we notice 
in language learning is that we understand more than we can say, so it’s kind of frustrating 
when you have to, when you try to make your point, and it just goes the wrong way, there’s a 
kind of misinterpretation of something, like that. 
 
Reference 2  
 
It’s the small things though, like say in German we have cases, there’s like Der Die Das, and 
there’s like 16 more. It depends on what you’re talking about, whether it’s an accusative case 
or whatever, something like that. So when you have your sentence right, and it’s 
understandable, and you’re speaking with someone and you’re comment, or you’re just 
chatting with someone, and then you see that those small mistakes just changes the meaning 
of the sentences sometimes, so it can get frustrating. It is frustrating when you know you have 
the majority of it right, and you can’t help but fix those tiny things. 
 
Reference 3  
 
When it’s study, I just do whatever it is that I need to study, then I don’t do anything more, so 
not really as motivated to get something else done, but if it’s for leisure, then I’m like ‘Oh 
yeah, so..’, before when I was learning Spanish, like learning how to flirt in Spanish, how to 
insult someone in Spanish,  just kind of fun things that’s not really taught in study, like for 
study we’d mostly have to do something about history, or something, politics, and after it 
you’d be kind of drained, doing a project, so you’re not really going to look for more things. 
 





Reference 1  
 
I suppose it’s more enjoyable the better you get at it. Like there’s aspects of it that are 
enjoyable and not enjoyable…translating a big sheet, in German, is tedious like, no one 
enjoys doing that. But certain things in class, if you scroll, if you scroll through something, 
and you understand it, it can be enjoyable to read it, knowing you can understand it. 
 
P3 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I would say like, film trailers, that use like hard vocabulary, or very fast pace of speech and 
stuff, but that’s like the only thing that I found not enjoyable. The rest was pretty…it was 
grand, you know. 
 
P4 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Other things can be a bit tedious. Kind of like in French, learning all the different tenses for 
verbs, and all the endings, and then in Japanese,  there’s a thing called Kanji, which is a super 
super long list of words, that you have to memorise every single one…and I’m not too sure 
about German, and Spanish with the verbs as well. 
 
Reference 2  
 
Yeah, when you just have to learn things by heart. 
 
 
2nd node: Enjoyability of language learning 
P16 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Yeah. But then, sometimes, if we went…there’s this thing called Kahoot!, it’s a learning site 
where you can have different…it’s kind of like multiple choice questions, where you can pick 
the topic so…if we did that like as a game between friends, we’re learning something and it is 
planned, but there’s less pressure to actually buckle down and study, or something.  
 
Reference 2  
 
Ah, even some of the language apps, do that as well, they’re not always saying…they’re not 




everyday phrases, they give you facts, that are kind of funny, so you take some away, it 
makes you laugh and you remember that, ‘I shouldn’t do that’. 
 
Reference 3  
 
When it’s study, I just do whatever it is that I need to study, then I don’t do anything more, so 
not really as motivated to get something else done, but if it’s for leisure, then I’m like ‘Oh 
yeah, so..’, before when I was learning Spanish, like learning how to flirt in Spanish, how to 
insult someone in Spanish,  just kind of fun things that’s not really taught in study, like for 
study we’d mostly have to do something about history, or something, politics, and after it 
you’d be kind of drained, doing a project, so you’re not really going to look for more things. 
 
 P18 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Yeah, it’s just…I find it enjoyable like most of the time, because I did choose to do it, and 
I’m happy with the language…it’s just, some things wouldn’t be enjoyable, like the exam 
pressure. 
 
Reference 2  
 
Yeah, it’s funny, and it can happen, and you apply it to yourself and you do relate to it, it’s 
easier to remember, and you do take stuff from that.  
 
P20 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I suppose it’s more enjoyable the better you get at it. Like there’s aspects of it that are 
enjoyable and not enjoyable…translating a big sheet, in German, is tedious like, no one 
enjoys doing that. But certain things in class, if you scroll, if you scroll through something, 
and you understand it, it can be enjoyable to read it, knowing you can understand it. 
 
Reference 2  
 










Set 4: Film, video and language learning 
 
1st node: Films and learning 
P10 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Yeah, like…I felt like, if you’re listening to songs or watching movies obviously, I felt like I 
learned a lot.  
 
Reference 2  
 
Yeah, I definitely like listening to more videos and stuff, just to get the pronunciation right. 
 
Reference 3  
 
Yeah, I think it’s a positive escape from study, you know, you’re still benefitting from using 
it, because you’re learning, watching something you want, like a French video or whatever. 
And if you do need, like…it is…you can only study for so long, look at a book for so long, 
and you do need a break, and it’s a positive break, if you’re using social media. Like it’s also 
a break, but it’s also… 
 
P3 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I would say like, film trailers, that use like hard vocabulary, or very fast pace of speech and 
stuff, but that’s like the only thing that I found not enjoyable. The rest was pretty…it was 
grand, you know. 
 
P4 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Japanese would be like, Japanese movies, or like Japanese series, but with Spanish it would 
be mostly music. 
 
 
2nd node: Videos and learning 
P19 Interview comments>  
 





I think I find it all enjoyable, because it was all kind of leisure stuff. I wasn’t really doing 
any, like…well I used Google Translate sometimes, but other than that, maybe I’d use it for 
like music or videos or social media or whatever. 
 
Reference 2  
 
Yeah, I think that most days, I said that I learned something, maybe there was one or two 
days where, if…I only just listened to music or something, like songs, I had learned before 
nearly all the lyrics, or something then I wouldn’t, but like  not very often. I think I put most 
days that I learned something. 
 
 
3rd node: YouTube and learning 
P18 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I definitely find it easier to be...for me to study it, I definitely find it easier to be learning it on 
YouTube videos, rather than actually sitting down and writing it out or something. 
 
P3 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Ahh, I would say that I’m mostly kind of, like, I’d see French or hear it, or whatever, is 
because I’d choose to like watch French YouTube videos, that kind of thing, or like…like, 
like photos or like pages online, that kind of stuff.  
 
P4 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
But then like, I go into YouTube to listen to Spanish…mostly music though. 
 
Reference 2  
 
Japanese would be like, Japanese movies, or like Japanese series, but with Spanish it would 








Set 5: Formal or real study 
 
 
1st node: Laptop as device for study 
P18 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I tend to use the laptop for more serious study. But I could still have the phone there as well, 
and use both. But it’s just I tend to use the laptop anyway, to not be distracted as much. 
 
P19 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I think that I wouldn’t really use my phone that much for like formal study, so I never really 
use the language apps, like. Only like Google Translate or something. When I was at home, 
with a laptop, I’d maybe use the laptop, but ah…I’d maybe use the phone for leisure stuff, so 
maybe it’s like subconscious learning more than formal learning on my phone. 
 
Reference 2  
 
Yeah, so would I. I’d never really go on SULIS on my phone, I’d always go on the computer.  
 
P3 Interview comments> -  
 
Reference 1  
 
I’d use that for like college work, and stuff.  
 
Reference 2  
 
Yeah, same thing. But I find that like, I’ll use it for like one thing, and then I’ll end up…like 
scrolling on Instagram for an hour, you know, that kind of thing? So I’d rather to keep like 




2nd node: Perceptions of formal study 





Reference 1  
 
Yeah. But then, sometimes, if we went…there’s this thing called Kahoot!, it’s a learning site 
where you can have different…it’s kind of like multiple choice questions, where you can pick 
the topic so…if we did that like as a game between friends, we’re learning something and it is 
planned, but there’s less pressure to actually buckle down and study, or something.  
 
Reference 2  
 
Sometimes I think it’s too formal, the way we practice stuff, ahh, before I went on Co-op and 
ERASMUS, there was this thing that you could go buy something, and they said something 
to me in Spanish, like ‘Oh is that it?’ and I didn’t know what that meant, because it’s not…it 
was a fixed phrase that they never really taught us…in Spanish, we usually talked about 
political aspects of things, debates, that’s how we practiced our oral, so, and they just, kind of 
general things like ‘Hi my name is…’ 
 
Reference 3  
 
The same yeah, it’s more structured when it’s…when I hear ‘studying a second language’ I 
think of, like, we have to learn this, and then that, followed by a second thing, so it’s much 
more structured and formal, but there is an informal side of it that you can practice as well.  
 
Reference 4  
 
Like, ah, when you start studying a second language here and you’re beginners, they really 
get you into a lot of grammar and a lot of work with vocab, to get things right, rather 
than…right now, in 4th year, even though we still make mistakes, they let us make those 
mistakes,  because we’re much more confident speaking,  so something like that, and if you 
are studying the beginning language, and if they correct after everything you say, after every 
second, which is kind of expected, because you’re not going to be as proficient in it yet, then 
it kind of tears down your confidence and it wouldn’t make you want to speak, or practice it.  
 
Reference 5  
 
Yeah, but then like, it doesn’t really click to you that you are learning something as well, at 
the same time, because it’s just…you choose to do it, and it’s, it’s much more…much less 
formal that actual…like putting your head down, and reading a book. 
 
Reference 6  
 
I don’t know, I think it’s just more…there’s a different kind of stigma to it, like you use your 
laptop for serious work, and not just for playing around. You can play games, but when you 






P18 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I generally think about like vocab and grammar.  
 
Reference 2  
 
I definitely find it easier to be...for me to study it, I definitely find it easier to be learning it on 
YouTube videos, rather than actually sitting down and writing it out or something. 
 
P19 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
P4: I think it mostly involves grammar and vocab. So like, kind of like sitting down, and if 
you’re learning verbs, and like writing them out, multiple times, if that helps, or reading them 
out multiple times.  
Int: Yeah, ok. What’s your impression, what would yours be? 
P3: Kind of similar, kind of more, like, I would think of sitting down to do something, more 
so than like, just having a conversation in French.  
Int: What would you think?  
P19: Probably the same. 
 
Reference 2  
 
Yeah, I’m the same really, but I think sometimes, the words that come up on your phone, like 
sometimes you don’t know what they mean, but then when you actually learn it in class, and 
you see  that that word is familiar, like you’ll remember it then, because it’s familiar. But I 
wouldn’t intentionally like take out my phone and go ‘Oh, I’m going to study now.’  
 
Reference 3  
 
I don’t know, I think I’d prefer the page…I feel like we already spend so much time looking 
at our phones and the screens like…I think it’s kind of something we can relax on…I don’t 
want my schoolwork on as well, I’d rather have a book and a copy. 
 
Reference 4  
 
And it’s tiring on your eyes as well like, it’s such a small screen, maybe I’d prefer if it was on 
a laptop, but I’d still prefer a page…I don’t know, I just think I learn things better when I’m 





P20 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Yeah the same. Learning vocab and grammar, but I think you need to be enjoying it at a 
certain level as well, to be able to get through it. Like we’re encouraged to watch German, 
German TV, and German movies and everything, so…you kind of need to be doing your own 
bit, and…to try and get out of it…to try and get the most out of it.  
 
Reference 2  
 
Yeah, I suppose it is more enjoyable on a phone, rather than having to write out….things like 
that.  
 
P3 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Kind of similar, kind of more, like, I would think of sitting down to do something, more so 
than like, just having a conversation in French.  
 
Reference 2  
 
I wouldn’t really use my phone for vocab and grammar. Mainly cause like, it isn’t that big. 
But say…yeah, for like actual like proper study, and schoolwork, I wouldn’t use my phone at 
all really. 
 
Reference 3  
 
Yeah, same thing. But I find that like, I’ll use it for like one thing, and then I’ll end up…like 
scrolling on Instagram for an hour, you know, that kind of thing? So I’d rather to keep like 
my phone for leisure, and my laptop for actual…work. 
 
P4 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I think it mostly involves grammar and vocab. So like, kind of like sitting down, and if you’re 
learning verbs, and like writing them out, multiple times, if that helps, or reading them out 







3rd  node: Perceptions of smartphone as tool for study 
P10 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Like, they view using their social media, or their smartphone, as more of a positive thing, 
than diving into the books or writing essays…you know. 
 
Reference 2  
 
They might be more…like, open to working…something like that. 
 
P3 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I wouldn’t really use my phone for vocab and grammar. Mainly cause like, it isn’t that big. 
But say…yeah, for like actual like proper study, and schoolwork, I wouldn’t use my phone at 
all really. 
 
Reference 2  
 
Yeah, same thing. But I find that like, I’ll use it for like one thing, and then I’ll end up…like 
scrolling on Instagram for an hour, you know, that kind of thing? So I’d rather to keep like 




4th node: Formal study and actual learning 
P18 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I found that for the…the formal kind of learning, where you’d be going on to learn, 
sometimes you’re going on to learn, and you’d always seem to take something away, that 
you’ve actually learned something for your studies or whatever, but if you’re coming across 
it on something more like Facebook, I was learning things less often then. 
 
 
5th node: mentality for study 





Reference 1  
 
I didn’t use the language apps as much as I thought I would…like when I do use then, it is 
very helpful, but it’s easier just having a dictionary app or going through Facebook or social 
media, it’s easier to soak up from there, because when I went into the language app, I went in 
with the mentality that…yeah ok I’m going to do some study now, instead of something just 
occurring, and me sort of reabsorbing it. 
 
P18 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I found that for the…the formal kind of learning, where you’d be going on to learn, 
sometimes you’re going on to learn, and you’d always seem to take something away, that 
you’ve actually learned something for your studies or whatever, but if you’re coming across 





















Set 6: How the case study raised participant awareness 
1st node: Case study raising awareness of learning, study 
P10 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Yeah, you have to analyse every 2 days what you were doing on your phone, and you realise 
like, I’ve spent that much time on language learning, or I haven’t done much at all with the 
language on those days. 
 
Reference 2  
 
but I didn’t realise how often it was until I started reporting it. 
 
Reference 3  
 
There was one day like, on a Monday morning, I had a presentation due, and…like in French, 
and…I realised then on the Monday evening when I was doing the survey, how much I rely 
on the internet and everything, to learn the language, and I was on it so much over the 
weekend, my phone, for the presentation, just listening to pronunciation and how to spell 
words right and like, it was just….you learn you rely so much on social media, the internet, 
like, for the language. 
 
P16 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
It kind of made it more obvious about how much time we were actually spending on language 
learning, getting involved with different languages.  
 
Reference 2  
 
On some days…it depends when it is, it just makes you realise how much work you’ve done, 
just informally, not reading a book or something assigned by the university, just by 
yourself…or how little you’ve done. 
 
Reference 3  
 
The form included a lot of like specific things, have you read in the language…have you 
commented…have you like absorbed anything…just by hearing stuff…and you didn’t really 
take those into account before starting the actual survey…how much you actually take in. 
 





Because when I was starting this I thought like how much time like, I just used my phone in 
general with regards to second language, but I was like...’Oh I didn’t watch a video, but I did 
talk on the phone with my friend, and I did comment on something’…like that…those small 
things that I didn’t think could affect how often we practice the language. 
 
P18 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Yeah, just seeing the difference between where you think you are at and what you are doing, 
and then, when you are forced to think about it. 
 
Reference 2  
 
[you] become aware [of your behaviour]. 
 
P19 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I think I found that there was stuff like on Facebook because I had liked pages so that stuff 
would come up. 
 
Reference 2  
 
[I was] Not [aware] before. 
 
P20 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Yeah, easy to see if you haven’t used an app or used your smartphone for language learning. 
 
Reference 2  
 
Yeah, you wouldn’t happen to see your second language on Facebook or anything, as much 
as you think you might have before the survey started like. 
 
Reference 3  
 
I thought I’d be ticking that box the whole time…that you might see it…but you don’t like. 
 





Reference 1  
 
Yeah, I kind of saw patterns, which apps I was using, that kind of thing. 
 
P4 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
kind of yeah, it made me see how structured my studies are, because like it was very, 
very…the same each time, was just the exact same things that I’d be saying. 
 
Reference 2  
 
How often I clicked the ‘I didn’t learn anything’ box.  
 
Reference 3  
 
It was a bit unexpected…I noticed that I had a greater contact with Japanese, but my dad’s 
French, and I’d speak to my dad in French, but I’d still speak Japanese more. 
 
 
2nd  node: Recognising improvement in progress or learning 
P10 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Like when you’re texting your friends, or you’re speaking, and you realise, ‘oh, I’ve come on 
a lot’ and you realise I can actually speak this, and it is enjoyable.  
 
P20 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I suppose it’s more enjoyable the better you get at it. Like there’s aspects of it that are 
enjoyable and not enjoyable…translating a big sheet, in German, is tedious like, no one 
enjoys doing that. But certain things in class, if you scroll, if you scroll through something, 
and you understand it, it can be enjoyable to read it, knowing you can understand it. 
 
P3 Interview comments>  
 





I would say the same…kind of like, recognising words, in new contexts, ‘Oh, that makes 
sense’, that kind of thing. Or, kind of just like understanding the context or whatever, 
whereas I wouldn’t have before, so like learning that way.  
 
P4 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
but if I was watching something,  say in Japanese, and I didn’t have to read the subtitles to 
understand it, it kind of shows that I’ve learned it before. So it kind of shows that I do know 
somethings, and kind of those little moments, I’m like, ‘Go me!’ 
 
Reference 2  
 
It’s not like I’d learned something new from it though. 
 
Reference 3  
 
Yeah. But then like, at certain points, certain phrases, I’d try to learn those. And that…I’d 






















Set 7: Music and language learning 
1st node: Music and language learning 
P10 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
P10. Like, listening to songs in the language, is much easier. It’s much harder, even in 
English, to learn off an essay, than to learn off the lyrics of a song, it just kind of goes into 
your head. And it’s kind of the same when you are listening to, let’s say French songs or 
something, if you keep listening to it, it just goes into your head, and, you know, it just kind 




P10: Yeah, like…I felt like, if you’re listening to songs or watching movies obviously, I felt 
like I learned a lot. From just different words…like the way that we say it in English, and the 
way we say it in French, they say it differently…I don’t know how to explain it but , you 
know the way that if someone Spanish speaks English, they speak it more  correctly than we 
would, so I felt like we learned things there. 
 
P19 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I think I find it all enjoyable, because it was all kind of leisure stuff. I wasn’t really doing 
any, like…well I used Google Translate sometimes, but other than that, maybe I’d use it for 
like music or videos or social media or whatever. 
 
Reference 2  
 
Yeah, I think that most days, I said that I learned something, maybe there was one or two 
days where, if…I only just listened to music or something, like songs, I had learned before 
nearly all the lyrics, or something then I wouldn’t, but like  not very often. I think I put most 
days that I learned something. 
 
P4 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Japanese would be like, Japanese movies, or like Japanese series, but with Spanish it would 






Set 8: Planned or deliberate study on smartphones 
1st node: Planned learning on smartphone 
P16 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
P16: Yeah. But then, sometimes, if we went…there’s this thing called Kahoot!, it’s a learning 
site where you can have different…it’s kind of like multiple choice questions, where you can 
pick the topic so…if we did that like as a game between friends, we’re learning something 
and it is planned, but there’s less pressure to actually buckle down and study, or something.  
 
P19 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Yeah, so I have my phone set in Spanish, so everything is in a different language, so I kind of 
like subconsciously learn it, even though I’m not like trying to learn. 
 
P4 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Because…it really depends on your mind-set. Like, if you are 100% focused…to find… the 
translation of a word, then you go on your phone, you do that, then you put it away…but then 
afterwards…it can be used as, kind of, an award? 
 
 
2nd node: Smartphone and deliberate study 
P16 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I didn’t use the language apps as much as I thought I would…like when I do use then, it is 
very helpful, but it’s easier just having a dictionary app or going through Facebook or social 
media, it’s easier to soak up from there, because when I went into the language app, I went in 
with the mentality that…yeah ok I’m going to do some study now, instead of something just 
occurring, and me sort of reabsorbing it. 
 
Reference 2  
 
Yeah. But then, sometimes, if we went…there’s this thing called Kahoot!, it’s a learning site 




the topic so…if we did that like as a game between friends, we’re learning something and it is 
planned, but there’s less pressure to actually buckle down and study, or something.  
 
Reference 3  
 
The language app, Memrise, that I use, it introduces vocab and grammar really easily. Like 
first, they give you the infinitive form, not conjugated and they give you example sentences 
and how they’re used, so it’s…if it’s used in everyday life, then obviously you’re going to 
want to learn it more, because, you’ll kind of be using it every single day, or something like 
that, so like, I feel like I do learn better, if it’s on my phone, or like, on those apps, rather than 
ahh…writing out all the conjugations, and that’s it, cause I’m actually using it in a context.  
 
Reference 4  
 
I mean, for me, I’d only use the phone for serious study if I couldn’t get access to my laptop. 
Because it’s just easier to work on it, and it can…you can have so many things…you can just 
type, it’s just more physically…but for me like, if I have to study on my phone…you can use 
Wikipedia, you can use the research things about German history, or Spanish history, or 
Japanese, you can use that, but then you get distracted, because it’s just easy to like go onto a 
different app, yeah, and you just play around. 
 
P19 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Yeah, so I have my phone set in Spanish, so everything is in a different language, so I kind of 
like subconsciously learn it, even though I’m not like trying to learn. 
 
P20 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Probably, I wouldn’t really learn grammar I suppose, on it, I’d be more geared towards 
vocab, or even, ahh… 
 
Reference 2  
 
Yeah, vocab over grammar. Or maybe a book, or…in class. I might learn stuff about maybe 
German culture or German history, say, through Facebook, you need that as well, as part of 
your studies.  
 
P3 Interview comments>  
 





Duolingo, that was kind of it, and then some podcasts, like news in French and that kind of 
thing. Just to have, kind of like, everyday language and stuff, but it’s still challenging. 
 
 
3rd node: Selecting sources for exposure 
P19 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Yeah, so I have my phone set in Spanish, so everything is in a different language, so I kind of 
like subconsciously learn it, even though I’m not like trying to learn. 
 
P3 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Ahh, I would say that I’m mostly kind of, like, I’d see French or hear it, or whatever, is 
because I’d choose to like watch French YouTube videos, that kind of thing, or like…like, 
like photos or like pages online, that kind of stuff.  
 
Reference 2  
 
but otherwise it’d be kind of YouTube or Instagram, and I’d choose it beforehand, I suppose, 


















Set 9: Production of second languages on smartphones 
1st node: Social media comments 
P16 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Because when I was starting this I thought like how much time like, I just used my phone in 
general with regards to second language, but I was like...’Oh I didn’t watch a video, but I did 
talk on the phone with my friend, and I did comment on something’…like that…those small 




I mean I wouldn’t...the only time I would comment in a second language is say if the person 
that like tagged me in a picture...if she’s from Spain, or from Germany. So we’d have a laugh 
about it…she’d say “oh this is really funny” in German, and I’ll reply in German as well. But 
let’s say if its two language students from UL, and there’s a funny post in German, we’ll just 
laugh about it, in English. 
 
Reference 3  
 
Int: And why…why do you think that you comment in the second language? 
P16: Because we both know we speak English. 
 
P18 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I find, like, that I’m always reading the Facebook posts or whatever, because I’m following 
all the pages, but I just never feel the need to comment, because, not having people there that 
speak the other language to comment to. 
 
Reference 2  
 
Yeah there’s just no need really, I don’t see the opportunity for it.  
 
P20 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I wouldn’t really see any need to posting in a second language really. I may message in a 






2nd node: Second language speaking on smartphones 
P10 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
P10: Even like if you’re talk…a friend of mine, we did French together, I even asked them 
after a while…we do speak French a lot on the phone…we text each other, messing, but I 
didn’t realise how often it was until I started reporting it. 
 
Reference 2  
 
P10: Yeah, but I would use my phone for serious study sometimes, as if…as in like, if I’m 
studying for an oral or something, I might go on the app or… might even speak to the phone 
because the phone can speak back to you, for pronunciation stuff.  
 
 
3rd node: Second language messaging or texting 
P10 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Even like if you’re talk…a friend of mine, we did French together, I even asked them after a 
while…we do speak French a lot on the phone…we text each other, messing, 
 
Reference 2  
 
But hen when you’re talking…let’s say I’m texting my friend, we’re kind of texting what we 
know, so it’s not really learning. 
 
Reference 3  
 
But most of the time it is learning, to be fair, you learn something, even if she texts back 
something that I don’t know, I can see that. 
 
P20 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I wouldn’t really see any need to posting in a second language really. I may message in a 






Set 10: Reasons for not producing language 
1st node: Language and confidence 
P16 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
It’s just easier to go back to the one you know the best, because when you go to the one you 
don’t, you’re not confident it, you just feel really bad when you don’t understand anything, 
and you go over to the one you know more, because you know more vocab or you’re just 
more proficient in it, just like, ok I understand that, so it makes you more confident. 
 
 
2nd node: Social media and lack of ‘need’ for comments 
P10 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
If you’re commenting on Facebook, it’s usually like to your friends, that you’re commenting 
to, and like, especially when you go on to college, a lot of people wouldn’t keep on the 
language, so they wouldn’t have the same extent of the language , and, you’re not going to 




P10: Yeah, but ah, other than that you wouldn’t really say it. You wouldn’t use a different 
language with someone else…there’s no need really. 
 
P18 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I find, like, that I’m always reading the Facebook posts or whatever, because I’m following 
all the pages, but I just never feel the need to comment, because, not having people there that 
speak the other language to comment to. 
 
P20 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I wouldn’t really see any need to posting in a second language really. I may message in a 






3rd node: Social media and embarrassment 
 
P10 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Like, on social media, you’d be aware that you’re saying something wrong, you know, it’s 
not your first language and you’re not sure, and people will see, everybody will see that you 
made a mistake. 
 
Reference 2  
 
Yeah, like, you just don’t want to make a mistake and everybody else to notice it.  
 
P16 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Or like, depends on the post, you understand what it says, and you tag them in it, and the 
person that you tagged is from that country and they reply with a sentence that you don’t 




















Set 11: Smartphones helping to recognise improvement or progress 
1st node: Recognising improvement or progress in learning 
P10 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
Like when you’re texting your friends, or you’re speaking, and you realise, ‘oh, I’ve come on 
a lot’ and you realise I can actually speak this, and it is enjoyable.  
 
P20 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I suppose it’s more enjoyable the better you get at it. Like there’s aspects of it that are 
enjoyable and not enjoyable…translating a big sheet, in German, is tedious like, no one 
enjoys doing that. But certain things in class, if you scroll, if you scroll through something, 
and you understand it, it can be enjoyable to read it, knowing you can understand it. 
 
P3 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
I would say the same…kind of like, recognising words, in new contexts, ‘Oh, that makes 
sense’, that kind of thing. Or, kind of just like understanding the context or whatever, 
whereas I wouldn’t have before, so like learning that way.  
 
P4 Interview comments>  
 
Reference 1  
 
but if I was watching something,  say in Japanese, and I didn’t have to read the subtitles to 
understand it, it kind of shows that I’ve learned it before. So it kind of shows that I do know 
somethings, and kind of those little moments, I’m like, ‘Go me!’ 
 
Reference 2  
 
It’s not like I’d learned something new from it though. 
 
Reference 3  
 
Yeah. But then like, at certain points, certain phrases, I’d try to learn those. And that…I’d 









































FACULTY OF ARTS, HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 




Dear participant, my name is Martin Mullen, and this is a letter of invitation to you to 
take part in a case study titled Investigating Learner Perceptions of Smartphones as Tools 
of Language Learning. 
 
This research is investigating how language learners use their smartphones on a daily basis, 
and whether it plays a role in their language learning. The research includes a case study. Case 
study participants are not required to be in any specific locations or complete any specific 
language-related activity on their phones during the case study. The only requirement is that 
participants simply use their smartphones as they normally would, and complete a regular ‘self-
report form’ by completing a short Google form online. 
The case study will last two weeks. The time needed to complete the ‘self-report form’ is 
approximately three minutes. After completing the case study, participants will be invited to 
take part in a group interview to discuss their usage of their phones. The interview is expected 
to last approximately thirty minutes, and will be recorded with audio equipment. Participants 
may ask for a copy of any recordings made. 
There are no risks for participants. 
Participants have a right to anonymity and this anonymity is guaranteed. In all published 
material, participants will be referred to only by a generic code such as P1, P2, etc., and 
participants’ identities will not be published anywhere. Data collected will be encrypted and 
stored on password-protected computers. 
Participation is voluntary and they may withdraw from the case study at any time. Participants 
may also decide not to answer any question or reveal any information to do not wish to, without 
any reason or explanation. Any participation in and withdrawal from the research is unrelated 




Participants can contact the Faculty of Arts, Humanities and Social Science Research Ethics 
Committee if they have any concerns about participating in the research 
My name is Martin Mullen (martin.a.mullen@ul.ie) and my supervisors’ names are Dr. Freda 
Mishan ( 061-202432, freda.mishan@ul.ie) and Dr. Liam Murray (061-202742, 
liam.murray@ul.ie)  
 
This research study has received Ethics approval from the Arts, Humanities and Social 
Sciences Research Ethics Committee (2017-02-31-AHSS). If you have any concerns about 
this study and wish to contact an independent authority, you may contact: 
 
Chairperson Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences Research Ethics Committee 
AHSS Faculty Office 
University of Limerick 




























































FACULTY OF ARTS, HUMANITIES AND SOCIAL SCIENCES 
RESEARCH ETHICS COMMITTEE 




I, the undersigned, declare that I am willing to take part in research for the project entitled 
“Investigating Learner Perceptions of Smartphones as Tools of Language Learning”.   
 
• I declare that I have been fully briefed on the nature of this study and my role in it and 
have been given the opportunity to ask questions before agreeing to participate.  
• The nature of my participation has been explained to me and I have full knowledge of 
how the information collected will be used. 
• I am also aware that my participation in this study may be audio-recorded and I agree 
to this. However, should I feel uncomfortable at any time I can request that the 
recording equipment be switched off. I am entitled to copies of all recordings made and 
am fully informed as to what will happen to these recordings once the study is 
completed. 
• I fully understand that there is no obligation on me to participate in this study. 
• I fully understand that I am free to withdraw my participation at any time without 
having to explain or give a reason. 
• I am also entitled to full confidentiality in terms of my participation and personal 
details.  
 
_____________________            ______________________               __________________ 
Signature of participant                Printed name of participant                Date 
 
 
_____________________                                                                        __________________ 
Signature of investigator                                                                           Date  
 
